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INTRODUCTION
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Common Sense and Sensibility


I came to writing the old-fashioned way, as an apprentice in the family trade. My mother was an editor at the University of Wisconsin Press, and my dad was a newspaperman who spent most of his career at the Capital Times of Madison, a progressive afternoon daily that no longer exists, except online, which is to say that it has passed away into the future. With the exception of Cleveland’s Plain Dealer, all the newspapers that employed my father before he reached Madison (in Detroit, New York, and Bettendorf, Iowa) are dead and gone. His father, my paternal grandfather, ran a print shop in Brooklyn’s Coney Island, churning out flyers for ancient amusements like the traveling circus that will undoubtedly outlive most broadsheet newspapers. Journalists are trained to find what is hidden, yet for most of us, when it came to the transformation, if not demise, of our own profession, the obvious became obvious only after it was obvious. Perhaps I am ignoring the obvious one more time, but even as bookstores disappear and electronic reading devices kindle their way into the culture, I still cling to a naïve belief that hardback books will last for another generation, until I am through writing.

But this is not an elegy to the newspapers, magazines, and books that have published my work over several decades. As much as I love the printed word, and adore the aesthetics of typefaces, book jackets, and cleanly designed front pages, the means of delivery is not as important to me as the interplay of two larger ideas. The first is that the sifting of fact and truth from the chaff of unprocessed information or misinformation will always be essential. The second is that humans will always have a need to explain themselves through story. It is that combination that makes up what I do as a nonfiction narrative writer. This book is offered as a journey through a diverse collection of stories that in their totality represent my perspective on that craft. It is also, inevitably, an expression of my personal sensibility and outlook on the world.

I chose a little story titled “A Bus Named Desire” to open the collection because it introduces some of my core beliefs about writing, reporting, and life. I was in New Orleans in 1985 to cover the trial of the governor, Edwin Edwards, and happened to be standing on a busy corner when a bus approached with that evocative one-word destination flashing in the electronic sign above the front windshield—DESIRE. I had other things to do at that hour, but my reporter’s curiosity took hold of me. I had to board the bus and go along for the ride. As soon as I got on, I knew I would write something. I had no idea where the bus was headed, literally, but I had a concept about where it could go, figuratively—connecting fact and fiction, past and present, prosaic and romantic, on a journey into the mind of Tennessee Williams and toward the house of Stanley and Stella Kowalski. In the making of this brief story, as I rode the bus and then traced the geography and literature of Desire, I followed the tenets of my journalistic mantra: Be open to any possibility, remain flexible, look for connections, let the story take you where it will and yet always use detail for a purpose, with a larger design in mind.

The concluding thought in the story—Tennessee Williams reflecting in a letter that human frictions are caused more by misunderstanding than malice—is one that I share and that has influenced my writing. There is certainly evil in this world, and some human monsters cannot have their deeds explained away as the product of misunderstanding, but I agree with Williams that most people are a combination of good and bad and that it is always worth the effort to try to understand them. That idea has driven my work in biography, and is especially important to my writings in the political realm. Like all humans, I carry a set of biases—people with whom I agree or disagree, policies that I admire, and policies that I abhor. But my obsession as a biographer goes in a different direction, not toward molding subjects so they fit into my worldview, but trying to comprehend theirs—the forces that shaped them, why they think and act the way they do.

I remember a C-SPAN book event more than a decade ago when I was on a panel with Christopher Hitchens, the brilliant essayist whose distinct tastes included a profound aversion to Bill Clinton, one of my biographical subjects. When Brian Lamb, the moderator, asked me whether I liked or disliked Clinton, I stammered for a moment, and Hitchens swiftly filled the void by answering for me, declaring that I disliked Clinton. My first response was: If only I could face the world with such certainty. Here is someone not only dead certain of what he thinks, but of what I think as well. It took me a moment to regain my equilibrium and remember that my hesitation had a reason behind it. My view of the world was not uncertain, nor was my perspective on Clinton. It was just that to reduce him to a like-or-dislike choice was to negate the value of biography.

From the three stories on Clinton included in this collection, one might reasonably deduce that there were times when I liked him and times when I did not, but neither sentiment is particularly useful. What was of more value, I believed, was that my study of his life showed that you could not separate the good Clinton from the bad one, that his impulses for better or worse arose from the same well of need and desire, and that there was a repetitive cycle of loss and recovery in his life: When he was down, he would find his way back, and when he was on top, he would find a way to screw up again. My role as biographer was not that of propagandist or columnist; it was to report his life as deeply as possible and explain how and why he developed as he did.

There is a difference between that idea and the false argument that often arises in journalism and politics about fairness or balance, two words that have been deadened in any case by the Orwellian abuse of them by the Fox News Channel. I’ve always believed that a writer’s mission, whether as a newspaperman or a biographer, is to search for the truth and to use deep reporting and common sense in its pursuit. If two people I interview make statements that directly contradict each other, it does not mean that they carry equal weight and that I should present them equally. It does not mean that I cannot analyze the comments and reach a conclusion about which one is true or closer to the truth. But what it does mean is that I probably have more work to do, more people to talk to, more documents to search for, more thinking about the context of their accounts and what makes the most sense. It is not quite a science, but it is a serious endeavor with the same respect for evidence and rational thought.

It also requires patience, directness, and honesty in dealing with subjects. In one of the stories in this collection, I go to Vietnam with an old veteran named Clark Welch. Many decades earlier, as a young lieutenant, Welch had commanded a company of soldiers who suffered horrible losses in a battle that is one of the two central events of my book They Marched Into Sunlight. Welch is a charismatic figure, more Gary Cooper than John Wayne. If not the main character in the Vietnam book, he is certainly the most unforgettable. Not only did he walk the long-ago battlefield with me, and endure countless hours of questions, he also gave me an invaluable batch of documents—a shoe box full of long, detailed, revealing letters that he had sent home from Vietnam to his wife, Lacy. But it was uncertain at first that he would deal with me at all. All these decades later, he was holed up in the mountains of Colorado, still haunted and angered by the death and destruction his company had endured on October 17, 1967, and the way the U.S. government had lied about it. Finally, a year into my research, he agreed to meet me at a hotel in Denver. As we shook hands and took seats in the lobby, his first words to me were, “David, I’ll talk to you if you promise to be good to my boys.”

I knew how important Welch was to my book. There were many other characters and story lines, I could write it without him, but it would not have as much depth and power. After all the work that had gone into tracking him down, I did not want to lose him. Still, I realized that I could be walking into a trap that would do neither of us any good. Some people believe that a writer will say anything to get a story. Janet Malcolm wrote an entire book about what she argued was the inherently duplicitous relationship between writer and subject. Truman Capote, in his classic reportage for In Cold Blood, might have sold his soul to wring information out of his murderous Kansas characters. I’m not perfect, but I’ve held myself to a vastly different standard during my decades of work in the nonfiction vineyard. If you manipulate your subjects, you end up manipulating yourself.

“I can’t make you that promise,” I told Welch. “I can promise you that I will research the story as thoroughly as I can. I’ll try to find the truth of what happened. I’ll let you know what I’m finding along the way. But I can’t promise you that I’ll be good to your boys because I don’t know what I’ll find.”

Welch pushed on the arms of his chair, signaling that he was about to get up and walk away. “You have to promise to be good to my boys,” he said again.

“I just can’t make that promise,” I repeated. “I can only promise you that I will search for the truth, wherever that takes me.” If I made the promise to be good to his soldiers, meaning write about them only in a positive light, I would either have to keep it, which might taint my story, or break it, which would destroy our relationship.

Welch decided not to leave, and that made all the difference. I was able to pursue the truth without worrying about being duplicitous. I was able to tell him what I was finding, good or bad, and as our mutual trust built, he eventually shared virtually everything with me, including his deepest feelings as well as his letters.

In writing history, even recent history, it is always important to bear in mind the limits of human memory. Bill Clinton could remember thousands of disparate facts (a telephone number he hadn’t dialed in thirty years; the name of a friend’s little sister that he was seeing for the first time in decades), though he had a striking tendency to forget important things about his own life. Vince Lombardi, for all his attention to detail as the great football coach of the Green Bay Packers, proved terribly frustrating for W. C. Heinz, who wrote the classic Run to Daylight! under Lombardi’s byline, because of his inability to bring back incidents from his past.

“You have no audiovisual recall!” Heinz, one of the great sportswriters of all time, complained to Lombardi after spending a week trying to interview him.

“What the hell is that?” Lombardi asked.

“Well, I just made it up,” Heinz responded. “But you don’t remember what anybody said or what they sounded like. You don’t remember what anything looked like.”

“Whaddaya mean?”

“Well, you told me that you decided that football was what you wanted to do in your life when you had a great game at St. Francis Prep.”

“You already got that!” Lombardi said proudly.

“I know I have it, Coach,” Heinz said patiently. “Now, as you pulled your jersey over your head … I asked you what color the jersey was and you said you didn’t know.”

“That’s right, I didn’t know.”

“That’s what I mean,” said Heinz.

Most people have worse memories than Bill Clinton and better memories than Vince Lombardi. But their memories generally fail when they try to recount the precise chronology of events, something particularly important to writers of nonfiction narrative. When I was writing the three chapters that comprise the battle scenes of my Vietnam book, I found that I could not rely on interviews with the survivors about the timing of what happened as they marched into the jungle that fateful day. First of all, in a time of trauma, like a battle, seconds can feel like hours and hours can feel like seconds; everything is distorted. Second, as any cop will tell you, you can ask four witnesses to a traffic accident what happened minutes earlier and you will get four different versions of the same event. The differences only become exaggerated with time, and the accounts less reliable. When someone says this happened, then that, then that, usually they get it wrong. It is best to go back to contemporaneous documents—letters, logs, calendars, diaries, after-action reports, internal investigations, and oral histories—to piece together a reliable chronology.

What you can usually depend on from interviews, Lombardi notwithstanding, are sharp and random fragments of memory. When a soldier recalls that just before the first enemy shot was fired in a jungle ambush, he had stopped to cop a smoke, and the guy next to him was opening a can of peaches, and another guy was taking a piss, I believe it. Those are the vivid little things—the sensations—that are etched permanently in the mind. And though the shards of memory may be random, they can be used for a larger purpose. I did that many times for the stories in this collection, including “September 11, 2001” and “The Desk I Chose to Die Under.”

When the World Trade Center Twin Towers were attacked in Manhattan, and again six years later, when a student gunman went on a rampage at Virginia Tech, editors at the Washington Post asked me to write chronological narratives of what happened. As different as the two events were, they presented similar problems and common themes. In each case, I had only a few days to compile and analyze a raft of material from my own reporting and memos filed by an army of world-class Post reporters. I knew that some aspects of the story, especially those involving the actions and motivations of the perpetrators, would change hour by hour, day after day, with fresh information, while other aspects would not change. I wanted to write something that would have both immediacy and permanence, that would be of value to readers not just then but years later, so I decided to build each story around enduring themes.

The first theme is how ordinary life is until it is not. I wanted to capture the transition between the prosaic poetry of everyday life and the moment when it is changed forever. To do that, I had to accumulate the sharp, random memories of survivors, memories that might seem trivial but do double duty as bits of reality and symbolism. The office worker stopping for an iced coffee and a scone and noticing the exact time—8:09—on the digital clock on a building outside the Fulton Street subway exit as he makes his way to the Twin Towers. The passenger reaching his seat aboard American Airlines flight 11 in Boston and leaving the simple message “Hi, hon, I made it.” The kid walking into his German class at Virginia Tech and bantering with his instructor about what college players their favorite NFL teams, the Falcons and Saints, should select in the draft. We can all relate to these moments; all of us have done things like that day after day. In stories of this sort, they are the details I search for first—details that will evoke the universal in the particular. How ordinary it all feels, until. . .

The second theme is the odd, chaotic mixture of banality and horror in the tragic experience itself. I wanted to make readers feel what it was like for victims and survivors. Again, the smallest details do the heaviest work. A man counting the floors on the way down the South Tower stairwell. A woman examining a cloud of papers that have blown across the river to Brooklyn, the detritus of disaster including a rental car form from Broken Arrow, Oklahoma. A young man wondering what he sees on the street. A slab of meat? No, a body. A student unable to repress one thought as the shooter enters his classroom: What does a gun wound feel like?

This collection is separated into four sections that I chose arbitrarily, based on my sense of flow rather than on the years the pieces were written or the chronology of events. The first and last sections are more personal, to give the reader a feel for how I view the world. In the middle are my works about sociology, politics, and sports, the central concerns of my writing career.

People often assume that I am first and foremost a political writer who occasionally dabbles in sports, turning from serious work to play. I’ve never looked at it that way. There is much about politics that is utterly trivial and boring to me, and much about sports that is inherently dramatic or sociologically interesting. It is not the general subject that draws me, but the possibilities of a particular story. From a little piece about my father (“Dad and Ron Santo”) one can see the roots of my fascination with sports and issues of race in American life, and how that led me to stories about Roberto Clemente, Larry Doby, Wilma Rudolph, Rafer Johnson, and Muhammad Ali. With Clinton and Obama, I was drawn to the dramatic arcs of their biographies, each emerging from nowhere to become president and dealing with family dysfunction in a very different way. Clinton was a creation of rural Arkansas, Obama a creation of the world, yet each had to remake himself as an adult to get where he wanted to go.

After the book about Lombardi came out, I was flooded with suggestions to write about Woody Hayes, Bear Bryant, Joe Paterno, and any number of other notable football coaches. But I didn’t write When Pride Still Mattered because I loved football, or because I had a thing about coaches. I saw in Lombardi a chance to write about reality and mythology, the meaning of competition and success in American life, the cost of winning, and the obsessive pursuit of perfection by a decidedly imperfect man. I was also drawn to the arc of his life. Lombardi reversed the geography of the traditional American success story. Here was a creature of the big city, born and trained in New York, who struggled until he finally made it in little Green Bay, coaching there for nine luminous years in which he won five world titles, culminating with a classic penultimate game known as the Ice Bowl, played on a frozen field in subzero weather and won by his team on the final play of the game.

Everything in Lombardi’s football career was in preparation for that game, as was everything I had done in researching his life. My first rule in reporting is Go there, wherever there is. In this case it meant turning to my wife and uttering the loving phrase “How would you like to move to Green Bay for the winter?” Her response was, “Brrrr,” but we went. It had to be winter because I had to experience the season in a company town, the company being the Packers, and for the Ice Bowl chapter (“Ice” in this collection) I needed to know firsthand what it took to endure a Saskatchewan Screamer on a dark, frigid midwinter afternoon. By the time I reached that game in the writing process, I felt so in tune with Lombardi, his team, the place, the weather, the moment, that I sat down at six in the morning and wrote nonstop until midnight—a full chapter in a single day. I never set word-total goals for a single day—every day is different—but I do set a goal for words in a week, and this time I had written two weeks’ worth in one sitting.

I never met Lombardi. He died in 1970, when I was twenty-one. Had we met, his first words might have been, “Maraniss, get your goddamn hair cut!” We came from vastly different cultures and generations. It would have been easy for me to portray him as a caricature, a madman who fit the saying most widely attributed to him, “Winning isn’t everything, it’s the only thing.” Easy, but to my mind not only wrong (he didn’t coin the phrase; it was first uttered publicly by a young actress in a John Wayne movie), but pointless. To return to one of my earlier points, what could I learn, or teach anyone, simply by taking Lombardi and making him mine? Not much. I wanted to comprehend the way he encountered the world.

This has to do with differentiating between sensibility and ego. My sensibility is always there, whether I’m writing about Vince Lombardi, or a congressman returning to his district (“Back Home in Indiana”), or the sight of animal carcasses lining a roadway in south Louisiana (“Roadside Distraction”), or something deeply personal, like the accidental death of my sister (“Losing Wendy”). It is sensibility that takes nonfiction beyond stenography, providing it with a frame of thought and context. But I try to keep my ego out of it. Ego tends to dominate the modern culture, and much of today’s writing, but usually it only gets in the way of the story. Someone with Norman Mailer’s brilliance can do it, but most writers cannot. Ego serves too often, not as a form of revelation but as a cover for writer’s block or for a paucity of research. Figuring things out is not easy.

My argument runs counter to the way things are trending. With the advent of blogs, the spread of the Internet, the deadening of political rhetoric, the onslaught of television blab mongers, the reader’s diminishing attention span—with so much information presented in television crawls and Web site links without context or story—there are fewer ways for a writer to become noticed and a greater temptation to make the most of ego and attitude. I enjoy a snarky take on something (usually, to be honest, only if I agree with the snarker) as much as anyone, now and then. But for a nonfiction writer, all-attitude can give you short-term gain, a momentary buzz, but lead to long-term frustration. What do you do after you become sick of your own contrived persona? What have you learned? I grew up in a family of scholars (“The Sensations of Jim”), and was a distracted student myself when I was supposed to be a student, but my job has allowed me to spend the rest of my life making up for it. The world of nonfiction writing is a continual graduate school. But only if you avoid the easier path, the lure of assumption and attitude, and open yourself to what can be an educational and fulfilling lifelong journey.
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RIPPED APART
AND SEWN TOGETHER




1
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A Bus Named Desire


New Orleans

It mattered not at all that it was a monstrous city bus with green plastic seats shaped to the contours of fat people, or that it was belching dark smoke, or that the electronic marquee above the bubble-glass windshield displayed destinations in dot-matrix letters that flashed by like time and temperature readings at a suburban bank. All that mattered was the designation of this bus approaching the curb near the corner of Canal and Royal, at the border of skyscraper and French Quarter, reality and fantasy. It was a bus named Desire.

It was not a streetcar: The only one still operating is named St. Charles. It probably was not coming from the railroad station, and it certainly was not carrying any broken Mississippi belles like Blanche DuBois, with dainty beauty that must avoid strong light. Still, when a bus named Desire pulls over and opens its doors, the temptation is to pay the sixty cents and ride. There is something oddly profound when history, literature, and life conspire that way, when a simple name on a bus evokes the haunting internal lives of misunderstood souls in the postwar New Orleans of playwright Tennessee Williams.

Williams was born in Mississippi, grew up in St. Louis, took his pen name from his ancestors in Tennessee, and lived out his years in Key West, but it was in New Orleans that his surroundings were most in harmony with his sense of life—ambiguous, isolated, decayed, sensuous, sympathetic. This city, like Blanche, has a dainty beauty, but it must avoid direct light. The sweet sound of its place-names, the blend of French, Spanish, Cajun, Creole, and black, the grillwork, gardens, and courtyards; the brown Mississippi, the bananas and coffee, the cemeteries—all these are authentic, but they betray a deep anxiety. The bus named Desire passes glistening new hotels and office buildings barely half full, built on false premises and undeserved arrogance; passes warehouses and wharves boarded up since the World’s Fair collapsed last year amid grand jury investigations and a $120 million bankruptcy. The bus turns away from a port steadily losing markets and rumbles toward a housing project named Desire where there is far more of that than of hope.

It is not the route that Williams prescribed to Blanche when she got to town. “They told me to take a streetcar named Desire,” she said, “and then transfer to one called Cemeteries and ride six blocks and get off at Elysian Fields!” But it is close enough. The bus comes within a few blocks of the address where Blanche’s sister, Stella, lived with her earthy husband, Stanley Kowalski. In A Streetcar Named Desire, the Kowalskis lived at 632 Elysian Fields Avenue. There is such an address. It is a white clapboard house, two stories, deteriorating, part of a duplex of sorts with three apartments on one side and a barbershop on the other. The barber advertises in a peculiar way. “No New Customers, No Children, and No Loitering.” Then again, the shop is closed most of the time. No one is home at the Kowalskis’. The screens are down but the windows are open about six inches, and a breeze blows gently against white curtains made of the material Williams dressed Blanche in, with something about it “that suggests a moth.”

Across the avenue, one can only imagine what goes on inside the Teamsters Local 270 building or Pino’s Private Club. And down at the Washington Square Park, winos share one another’s company on the sun-warmed benches. The market from which Stanley brought home his bloody meat is still there. But where did he go bowling?

Of course, one should never try to bring too much real life into literature; it has a life of its own. “It is only in his work that an artist can find reality and satisfaction,” Williams wrote, “for the actual world is less intense than the world of his invention, and consequently his life, without recourse to violent disorder, does not seem very substantial.” Williams’s life had enough violent disorders, as his various biographers have revealed, but it was rather tame during the years he was writing Streetcar. He started writing it in Chapala, Mexico, with the working title “A Poker Night.” Then he moved to New Orleans, changed the title, and worked with a fury, waking each morning with Blanche, “this lascivious, demonic woman who possessed me.”

At mid-afternoon he would leave his second-story apartment in the French Quarter, near the corner of Royal and St. Peter, and walk over to Victor’s, a long-gone bar, where he would drink brandy alexanders and listen to the Ink Spots sing “If I Didn’t Care” on the jukebox. All the time he was writing the play, which won the 1948 Pulitzer Prize, he thought he was dying of pancreatic cancer. He lived another thirty-five years. The streetcar named Desire, or at least one of them, sits quietly behind the iron gates of the old U.S. Mint at the end of the French Market. Another landmark, a letter from Williams to Elia Kazan, who directed the play and movie, can be found at the New Orleans Historic Collection on Royal Street near where Williams once lived. “There are no ‘good’ or ‘bad’ people,” Williams wrote. “Some are a little better or a little worse but all are activated more by misunderstanding than malice. A blindness to what is going on in each other’s hearts.”
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Losing Wendy


My little sister, Wendy Maraniss, said goodbye to her eleven-year-old son, Dave, who was practicing at the grand piano in their front room. Play a little slower, she gently instructed him, and then she bounced out the door to go to work on the morning of November 16, 1997. She was driving from one college town to another in upstate New York, from her home in Ithaca to her teaching assignment in Geneva, about an hour’s commute. To Wendy, neither the journey nor the destination seemed burdensome. She loved to drive—it was her time alone to think—and she thoroughly enjoyed teaching piano and accompanying her students, one of whom had scheduled a session with her at Hobart and William Smith Colleges that Sunday afternoon.

Winter had already descended into the gorges of the Finger Lakes. Only two days earlier, a snow flurry had forced her to stop halfway to Geneva, and she returned home, much to husband Brian’s relief. But now the worst of the early storm had cleared, the sun was shining, and Wendy was on her way. She was driving the same flimsy subcompact, seemingly made of tin and cardboard, that had served the family’s needs for fourteen years. Brian’s vigilant concern for his wife’s safety had only intensified that fall, when Wendy added the commute to Geneva to her already overflowing list of assignments. He had recently prepared the car for winter with a new set of snow tires. Wendy never seemed as concerned about her well-being as he was, and at times would chafe at his cautious nature, but she followed his most persistent request: Call when you get there.

She always called. Soon after Wendy left, wending north out of Ithaca on Route 96, Brian took their two boys, Dave and big brother Max, fourteen, on a long walk up the hill to his office at Cornell’s School of Industrial and Labor Relations, where he was managing editor of the ILR Review. While doing some catch-up work and watching the boys play computer games, he waited anxiously for word from



Wendy
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Wendy. An hour went by, then two. No call. He tried to calm himself by thinking, I’ve worried about her hundreds of times over the years and everything turned out okay. Finally, he and the boys returned the mile and a half down the hill. It was after five when they reached the front porch steps of the old wood house on Lake Avenue. Already dark. Wendy should have been back by then, but the car was not in the driveway. Brian walked through the shadowed hallway to the kitchen and around to the dining room, where the phone sat atop a bookcase. Messages blinked on the answering machine. Brian hoped to hear Wendy’s voice. Instead, he stood and listened as the tape played out his most dreadful apprehension.

It was unbelievable, yet irrefutably true. A call from someone at Hobart and William Smith. So, so sorry. How horrible. Wendy killed like that. In a car accident. At 12:25 p.m., Wendy, forty-two, had been approaching the small town of Varick in Seneca County, about fifteen miles north of Ithaca. She was driving on a straightaway stretch of two-lane highway. The road was 90 percent clear, according to the state police report, and 10 percent windblown, slippery in spots. Wendy hit a patch of “black ice”—glassy ice the color of the roadway and almost impossible to detect. Her little car went into a skid, swirling into the other lane, where it was hit broadside by a big Buick. Wendy died immediately of a ruptured aorta; literally, a broken heart.

It took all of my twenty-five years of newspaper training to report even that much about her final seconds of life. Maybe someday I will feel the need to learn and memorize every detail, but not now. Now I feel the details do not matter. My little sister is dead. She died in an accident. Accidents happen. They are random acts of physics. There are a million “if onlys” to every random act, but not one of them changes a thing.

Wendy came along at a low point for the Maraniss family. My dad was temporarily out of the newspaper business then, an unhappy salesman at a variety store in Detroit with a lovely, intelligent, and underappreciated wife and three, now four, kids. We called her Little Red when she arrived on June 27, 1955, with her fuzzy orange hair. For some reason my mom let me name the baby, and I named her after a cute kindergartner named Wendy. Everything started to turn for the better after her birth, and though it surely might have been coincidence, Dad never thought so, and neither did I. Wendy made the family whole: two boys, two girls, the oldest and youngest with red hair, the middle two with brown. She was not just a distraction from tough times, she illuminated the way out. Within two years of Wendy’s birth we had moved to Madison, and my dad, after struggling for a decade, began his long and rewarding career as a newspaperman at the Capital Times. Wendy was our good-luck charm. She helped the Braves win the World Series in 1957, and sat at my father’s side in the living room of our house on Regent Street, putting a hex on the opposition as the Green Bay Packers started their 1960s dynasty. She was my protector. Whenever I was in trouble with my parents—getting bad grades or losing my gloves or forgetting to go somewhere important—Wendy would stick up for me, even crying if that got Dad to lay off.

Little Red followed me to Randall School, and then to West Junior High. We shared the same childhood landscape: Vilas Park, Camp Randall Stadium, and the Field House, the cluttered newsroom of the Cap Times downtown. Her intelligence was far keener than mine, yet she never got her high school diploma. Wendy quit the public school system after ninth grade and attended Madison Community School during the early 1970s. It was an alternative institution, and Wendy’s alternative was mostly to stay home. No conscientious parent ever homeschooled a child better than she homeschooled herself. Wendy spent several hours a day in our back room, playing the piano intensely, and an equal amount of time sprawled on our living room couch, wrapped in a blanket, reading Russian novels. She aced the GED and earned degrees in piano performance at the University of Wisconsin and Yale School of Music.

A despairing year in New York followed. I cannot say what the arbiters of musical talent there were looking for, but I am sure that whatever it was, Wendy offered something deeper. The world is full of artists who present themselves empathetically onstage, then step back into the real world and behave like jerks. Wendy felt everything she played. Her intense love and understanding of texture, nuance, clarity, beauty, and her hatred of bigotry, false adulation, mob psychology—all of that somehow came out in her music. It got her nowhere in New York. She ended up working as a bank teller. One day, near her apartment on the Upper West Side, some lowlife tried to mug her. She was stunned. “I don’t know why you’re bothering with me. I don’t have anything!” she yelled. She packed her bags and headed home to Madison.

There, while working as a census taker, she met Brian Keeling, a shy, acutely perceptive English major, and married him in 1981. He came along at a crucial time, when she was struggling with self-doubt, and his uncommon honesty and practical nature helped her recover. Within two years, when Wendy was twenty-eight, she left Madison with her husband and first son for a new life in Ithaca. She was the last of the Maraniss children to leave town. My parents hated to see her go, and soon moved away themselves.

We were a family that for four decades, since Wendy had come along, considered itself exceedingly lucky. You are lucky until you are not, and then you start to think that you never were. Death not only changes the future, it reshapes the past. After Brian got the news of her death from a disembodied voice offering condolences on the answering machine, he undertook a task requiring unimaginable courage. He called my parents in Milwaukee and told Elliott and Mary Maraniss that their youngest child was dead. Then Mom and Dad, with their own sudden weight of grief, had to pass it along to my sister Jean in Pittsburgh and my brother, Jim, in Amherst and me in Washington. No sound I have ever heard could reach the depth of emotion of my father’s wail on the telephone that night. I will hear it for the rest of my life.

I had been thinking about fate and odds and random acts of physics for months before Wendy’s accident. One joyous day the previous summer, I took the subway from Manhattan out to Shea Stadium with my friend Blaine Harden to watch the Mets play the Atlanta Braves. We sat in the upper deck down the left-field line, barely in foul territory, some four hundred feet from home plate. Late in the game, Andruw Jones, a young Braves slugger, cracked a ball that came soaring higher, higher, closer, closer—right at us. Blaine ducked and everybody else scattered and the ball hit me smack in the hands and bounced away. All night long, and for days and months afterward, I was obsessed by the randomness of that event. How was it possible that the baseball found its way exactly to me, so far away, in that very seat in the upper deck? I could go to the stadium every day for the rest of my life and sit in that seat and never touch another baseball.

Someone could drive up Route 96 every day for decades and never find that patch of black ice and skid into the southbound lane and hit a big Buick and die. But the ball found me and the ice found Wendy and a random act broke the hearts of everyone in the family.

The memorial service for Wendy was held at the First Unitarian Church in Ithaca. The church was full. Our family sat in the first two rows. My mother wore a locket with Wendy’s picture inside. The best musicians in Ithaca, a city of music, all performed—including Wendy. The service opened with a tape of her playing a Bach partita, my brother Jim’s favorite. Wendy’s colleagues from the Ithaca Piano Trio, her practice partners and Cornell friends, her comrades in the vanguard of contemporary music—alone and in pairs they rose to play selections from Bach, Mozart, Shostakovich, Olivier Messiaen, and Jules Massenet. Trudy Borden, a mentor of Wendy’s, played “At the Base of a Great Mountain” and “The Little Rondo,” selections from Twenty-Four Little Pieces by Wendy Maraniss.

The music and testimonials went on for two hours, and I learned as much about Wendy as I had in the forty-two years before. As a sibling, you know your brothers and sisters instinctively, intuitively, subconsciously. You know them in ways that words cannot describe. But you cannot know their daily lives. I learned that Wendy was a beloved piano teacher who infused her students with a passion for music. I learned that she never yelled at those students (she had at least forty, ranging in age from five to thirty, when she died). If one came to her having decided to give up piano, she had nothing but sympathy, explaining that she too had stopped playing at one point but came to regret it later. I learned that she would not charge students who could not afford to pay. I learned that once a year, on New Year’s Eve, she would drink too much wine and get giddy and then get sick.

I had sensed that the last few years were the happiest of her life, and now I discovered why. She had reached a point where family life and career were moving in the same direction. She had managed to be, at once, a loving mother and wife, a respected teacher, and the center of Ithaca’s music community. All the musicians wanted to play with her. They said she could play anything, and get it right, and fill any room with beauty and intensity. Despite her modesty, her family had always known her genius, and now we discovered that others had come to see her in the same light. The realization was at once thrilling and painful.

All of those thoughts washed over me as I listened to the music celebrating her life and mourning her death. It made me think about the people our modern celebrity culture honors. To peer into the fetid life of a dysfunctional public figure, we buy books by the millions. We weep and throw flowers at the memory of a distant princess. We scream in delight and tear at the clothes of immature frauds. We tune in to hear experts with bloated egos talk about how they are right and how wrong everyone else is. We pay young men millions of dollars to hit or shoot or catch a ball, watch them buy fleets of luxury cars, and listen to them whine about feeling underappreciated. And yet we all know people who are the real thing, teaching glorious music to our children, appalled by self-righteousness, searching not for status but for meaning, driving off to work on Sundays in their old cars. People like Wendy, my little sister.
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The Sensations of Jim


My brother, Jim, stood outside the gates of Pratt Field at Amherst College one November football Saturday and waited for me to arrive with my pal Jimmy Warren. We had come up to western Massachusetts from Washington that morning ostensibly to take in the season finale against archrival Williams. The “biggest little game in America” that season had the bonus attraction of a Cajun quarterback who wore No. 4—our very own “little Favre” leading the way for the Lord Jeffs. But mostly we were there just to hang out with my big brother, who had been Warren’s Spanish professor decades ago at Amherst. The game was incidental. “Daaave!” Jim said when our eyes met, sounding exactly like our father, Elliott, who had a way of greeting family and friends as though he were surprised and overjoyed every time. My brother and I adored our dad, but Jim was more overt about it; to him, everything seemed to have a family subtext. Then, when he saw who was with me, he smiled and lowered his voice to acknowledge, “Jimmmee!”

He had been stationed outside the stadium for quite a while before we got there, warmed less by the autumn sun than by the constant recognition of former students who had flocked back to campus for game-day reunions. Jim had been a tenured professor at Amherst since the early 1970s (when he was in his midtwenties), was consistently voted one of the most popular professors on campus, and had a well-known soft spot for students from Wisconsin, anyone who took his classes, and most jocks. As the unofficial gatekeeper at Pratt Field, he was in his element, although putting it that way leaves room for misinterpretation. This was not Bill Clinton working a campaign rope line as a means of self-gratification. My brother is the furthest thing from a glad-hander or striver. But the game, the setting, the students, our arrival—all combined to make him contagiously happy. Warren and I brightened at the sight of him, rocking slightly on his spindly legs, his pants riding high above his waist, his pale, bespectacled face protected by a wide-brimmed hat.

The secret about Jim is that he is too cool to care about appearances. Or, as one of his Amherst colleagues recently described him, at once joking and accurate, “He’s so laid back, he’s prone.”

We had special seats awaiting us up in the rickety press box, but as much as Jim looked forward to watching the action from there, he seemed in no hurry to abandon his pregame position. “Life is sensations,” he explained as the three of us loitered outside, chatting. “I’m just soaking in the sensations.”

Warren cast a quick glance my way, and we shared an unspoken appreciation that I can’t fully explain. It’s not just that you never know what Jim is going to say, it’s more that whatever he says will have several levels to it. In this case, it helps to know that Jim is a Calderón and Cervantes scholar who wrote his doctoral thesis on Life Is a Dream and is now working on a translation of Don Quixote. Whatever I might say about those seminal works of Spanish literature would sound embarrassingly superficial compared with Jim’s deep understanding of them, but I sensed that my brother, as he luxuriated on a Saturday afternoon outside Pratt Field, was in a frame of mind to blissfully mistake a barber’s basin for a knight’s helmet or an innkeeper’s hunchbacked daughter for a princess—or a kid named Marsh Moseley for Brett Favre. Of course, I don’t mean that literally. Jim is rarely literal. I mean it in the sense that at that moment he was ready and able to experience the illusions of life with two loyal Sancho Panzas at his side.

“Life is sensations,” he said. The sensation of life with Jim takes me back to another story, a few years earlier, with Jimmy Warren again bearing witness along with my wife, Linda, my sister Jean and brother-in-law Michael, and me. On the evening of January 30, 2000, 130.7 million Americans were at home watching the broadcast of Super Bowl XXXIV between the St. Louis Rams and the Tennessee Titans. But in Cambridge, Massachusetts, we plodded through the slush and snow to join a sports-snubbing scrum of literati and music devotees, most of them gray-haired, elegant, and sophisticated, for a singular operatic performance of Life Is a Dream. Twenty-two years earlier, Jim had written the libretto for the work by his Amherst friend Lewis Spratlan, a professor of composition, and now it was being performed for the first time. Many in the audience arrived an hour early to hear Jim lead a discussion on Calderón and the meaning of the play on which the opera was based. I forget everything he said except one line that I’ll remember the rest of my life. Someone in the audience asked a question comparing Pedro Calderón de la Barca to William Shakespeare. Without missing a beat, Jim rummaged through his massive and eclectic brain to dredge up an apt quote from that famed literary critic George “Sparky” Anderson, former manager of the Detroit Tigers and the Cincinnati Reds. “As Sparky Anderson said when asked to compare Carlton Fisk to Johnny Bench …”

This was not a crowd expected to know its major-league catchers, but for those few of us who followed the allusion, it was classic Jim. He can talk golden age literature and minor-league prospects for the Tampa Bay Rays; new wave French cinema and 1970s pro soccer players from the Netherlands; World War II fighter planes and linemen from the Coach Bart Starr era of Green Bay Packers football. It is typical of Jim that he would focus on Starr as the coach of mediocre teams rather than as the legendary quarterback of the glory years Packers. As for those anonymous linemen from the lost years between Lombardi and Favre, his favorite was Ezra Johnson, who was once delayed lumbering onto the field because he hadn’t finished eating a hot dog—or was it bratwurst? Jim was certainly the only member of his Harvard class who, for an alumni magazine in which they were asked to provide capsule summaries of their lives after college, wrote not about himself but about Sweet Lou Whitaker, an African American Tigers second baseman who had declined to stand for the national anthem because worshipping the American flag contradicted his religious beliefs as a Jehovah’s Witness. That essay, in its own poetic and indirect way, said more about Jim than any account of his advanced degrees and book translations.

[image: image]

James Elliott Maraniss is my only brother, four and a half years older than me, and he skipped a grade in elementary school, so he was gone to college by the time I reached seventh grade. We shared a bedroom until then, but we were not uncommonly close. He was redheaded and skinny, and his ankle and knee joints snapped, crackled, and popped loudly when he walked up the stairs. I was even skinnier and noisier, an asthmatic who wheezed all night, not only keeping him up, but drawing more attention from our mother. I was a little tattletale who squealed on him and his friends when I spotted them stealing a baseball from a variety store. One of my strongest memories as a five-year-old in Detroit is of Jim playing the role of a Nazi SS interrogator, sitting on top of me, my arms pinned to the ground by his legs, as he assumed a German accent and asked me what my name was and where I lived and slapped my face, shouting, “Oh, you lie!” after every answer. A few years later, when we were at our grandparents’ farm outside Ann Arbor, he fired his BB gun at me from about forty paces. I was facing the other way, down past the peach trees. He hit me behind the right knee. I presume he was shocked by his accuracy, and more shocked by the fact that our dad happened to be looking out the picture window and saw the whole thing and came running out to punish him while I whimpered in disbelief. The BB didn’t penetrate the cloth of my pants, as I remember it, but still I had a story forever. The time my brother shot me!

During Jim’s college years, when he was coming home to Madison from Harvard for the summers, I was at my adolescent worst, a brainless borderline delinquent who read little beyond the sports pages and knew nothing about the wider world. Jim got migraine headaches and listened to Sonny Terry and Brownie McGhee and read García Lorca and had an exotic Radcliffe girlfriend named Pamela and wore cool jeans and herringbone sport coats and must have thought he had a loser of a little brother. “Dave, don’t be a boor,” he admonished me one day in front of my friends, who mocked me, and I suppose him, by repeating that line for years.

My brother was so much smarter than me that I didn’t know how to handle it. On the surface, utterly outmatched academically, I stopped trying to compete with him, and pretended that I was happy to be a dumb jock, even though I was better at playing dumb than at being a jock. But deep inside, at some point I started to feel proud and lucky that he was my brother. The taunts of our early days left no lasting trauma. I knew that he did not want to kill me with that BB gun, and that the rest of it, the slapping and the condescending, was just what big brothers tend to do at certain stages, and by age sixteen I was bigger than he was in any case. If family circumstances and my own laziness had left me trapped in a persona I didn’t want, I came to realize as I approached adulthood that Jim was showing me the way out. I couldn’t do it his way, by succeeding in academia, but I could draw on the traits we had in common, especially a shared sense of feeling different. He instructed me in what he thought it meant to be a Maraniss, apart from the crowd, not brazenly or predictably nonconformist but nonchalantly so, and made me feel that I could live up to the name as much as he did. For the past thirty years, that is something we talk about between ourselves, but rarely with anyone else, because even to talk about it is to do it a disservice.

A few years ago, at a wedding reception in Washington, a guest in his late twenties came up to me and said he had been one of my brother’s students at Amherst. “Man, I love Jim,” he said. “In fact, I always wanted to be Jim.” This well-dressed black guy who had played intercollegiate sports at Amherst always wanted to be Jim? What was that about? I can’t imagine that he wanted to have Jim’s fragile body—his chronically wobbly legs and various psychosomatic ailments. And there are a lot of people who look bolder and more self-assured. But Jim, he said, seemed so easy, natural, unburdened by the normal pressures of success, so different from the other professors and the white upper-class ambiance of Amherst. “Jim, man, he was the coolest.”

Actually, I had heard it many times before. Jim’s former students had been coming my way for more than three decades with some variation of that pronouncement. Part of it is easy to explain. Jim didn’t abide by routines. He lectured for as long as he had something to say, then stopped and dismissed class, ignoring the standard schedule. He played pool with his students, and talked football with them, or movies, or small towns in the upper Midwest, or church suppers, or Slovakian surnames. He knew something about everything. He taught what he wanted, his classes ranging from Spanish to Cervantes to the Spanish civil war to French cinema to Nazi propaganda. He was a notoriously lenient grader. He had a fantasy baseball team called the Rojos, and was always inquiring about American League prospects. He was incessantly curious, constantly learning something, and then never forgetting it. His big white house, overloaded with books and newspapers, dirty dishes in the sink, kids everywhere, classical music or reggae playing, and amazing wife, Gigi, offering wisdom and a sympathetic ear to anyone who dropped by, became a sort of off-campus student union. Who wouldn’t want to be Jim?

But part of it is more complex. He hides his vulnerabilities in plain sight. As the oldest of four children, Jim had the most complicated relationship with our mother, Mary, who was brilliant, beautiful, musical, gentle, frustrated, mildly depressed, and the most sensitive person I’ve ever known. I don’t fully understand the dynamics of their relationship, but it seems that her hypersensitivity was difficult for him because he felt it tamped down his ability to enjoy life. I won’t go any further than that; it’s something he should write about, if he wants to, not me. In the old Smothers Brothers routine, Tommy always complained that Mom liked Dick best. In our family, partly because of my childhood asthma, and partly because I lacked the intellectual powers of Jim and my older sister, Jean, and had to find some other means of parental approval, I became the child most sympathetic to our mother. I’ve never been quite sure how Jim felt about that, but she is gone now and all love is equal in memory.

The affection of our dad, a crusty old newspaper editor, was more easily shared. On the surface, he could seem as insensitive and crude as our mother was sensitive and refined. He smelled of raw onions and hard salami. He rarely ate without a piece of food sticking to his chin or mustard spotting his shirt. He once slammed a car door on his hand and didn’t feel it until someone told him his hand was caught in the car door. But Elliott was equally positive with all his children, he saw the best in each of us, and you always knew where you stood with him. While Jim inherited our mother’s intellect, he and I both got our love of sports and journalism, and in some sense our life force, from our dad. Bending the nepotism rules slightly, we both worked at his newspaper, the Madison Capital Times, during the summers of our college years, though Jim did it more as a diversion and I saw it as my lone way out. We worshipped the p.m. daily of the pre-computer age—the copy paper and pneumatic tubes, the cigarette butts on the linoleum floor, the smell of ink and paste, and the lineup of old-fashioned newspapermen. One of the many things that Jim and I share is a love of names—place-names, given names, surnames. To us, names are poetry, evoking more feeling and memory than any adjective.

Few things give Jim more pleasure than to recite the names of the old newspapermen at the Cap Times: Art Marshall, Irv Kreisman, Cedric Parker, Frank Custer, Harry Sage, John Sammis, Aldric Revell, John Patrick Hunter, Elliott Maraniss.

The defining story of his summers at the paper involved a tragedy at the Henry Vilas Zoo in 1966, when Winkie the elephant seized a three-year-old girl by the trunk, yanked her through the cage bars, and stomped her to death in front of her horrified parents—the sort of unspeakable story that no journalist, no matter how grizzled, could enjoy. Dad, as city editor, looked around his newsroom, saw that Jim was the only reporter available at that moment, and instructed him to go find the grieving mother for an interview.

“Dad! I can’t do that!” Jim said, recoiling at the very idea.

Jim recounted this story at our father’s funeral, pausing here for the desired effect, before offering the quintessential city editor’s punch line:

“Then you’re fired!”

Another pause.

“And don’t call me Dad!”

The love with which Jim told that story is hard to overstate. When Elliott was dying in a Milwaukee hospital, Jim came out and sat by his side for days and read him chapters of War and Peace. He would call me up and moan into the telephone … “Dad! Daaad! Dad!” In many ways, Dad was our strongest bond, and still is, the touchstone for our love and our shared sense of being different. Elliott loved nothing more than to lie on the living room couch or a cot on the side porch in his shorts and T-shirt and talk about sports while listening to a ball game on the radio. It is no coincidence that many of my sweetest moments with Jim are retakes of that scene. For many years, back when I lived in Austin, we would share a hotel room in Washington every April for the annual baseball draft in our Washington Post (Ghost) rotisserie league. It was usually the same weekend as the Masters golf tournament, and after the draft we’d go back to the room and lie on our beds in our shorts and watch the final round and talk about our favorite players. It was all about Dad. Sometimes my son, Andrew, would be there, passing it down another generation. It sounds stupid, perhaps, but the glow in the room was spiritual.

With Dad gone, those moments with Jim are even more special. At Andrew’s wedding in Nashville last year, a weekend filled with emotion, one of my favorite moments came late one night when Jim and I and two of his sons, little Elliott and Ben, along with our friend Jimmy Warren, gathered in Jim’s hotel room and talked. He sprawled on the bed in the style of our father and announced that his favorite NFL coach was Jack Del Rio of the Jacksonville Jaguars. “Jack Del Rio!” he said, and Jimmy Warren and I looked at each other with the same unspoken understanding we shared that day outside the gates of Pratt Field. Though I must say I’m still trying to figure out the connection—and I know there must be one—between Jack Del Rio and Calderón and Cervantes.

OEBPS/images/f0007-01.jpg





OEBPS/images/f000i-01.jpg






OEBPS/images/f00iv-01.jpg






OEBPS/images/9781439167526_ci_std.jpg
Into the Story

A Writer's Journey Through Life,
Politics, Sports, and Loss

DAVID MARANISS

Simon & Schuster
New York London Toronto Sydney







OEBPS/images/1.jpg





