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Dedication



For my family, lost and found.







Epigraph



But Jonathan Livingston Seagull, unashamed, stretching his wings again in that trembling hard curve—slowing, slowing, and
stalling once more—was no ordinary bird.


—Richard Bach, Jonathan Livingston Seagull
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Author’s Note


This is a work of nonfiction. It is the product of extensive interviews and primary-source investigation. Most of the dialogue
is taken from newspaper articles and court transcripts. Some is re-created based on the memory of those present. The following
is a list of pseudonyms used in the book: Salvador (Sal), Corinne, Frog, Leonard, Durbin McCollum, Ethan McCollum, Milton
Percy, Blue Hollow Retreat, Victor Obert, and Redmond Wells. Though I’ve put thousands of hours of research into this book,
it’s still told from my own unique viewpoint. I’m grappling with this story as much as I’m reporting it.






Prologue
The Accident



June 20, 1985



I remember the plane, a single-engine Piper Cub. It was white with a red stripe running down the side. I remember my father
in the pilot’s seat. I remember the late afternoon humming with a yellow heat. We were on our farm in North Georgia, five
hundred acres at the foothills of the Blue Ridge Mountains. I had just turned five years old. My dad was forty-seven. He’d
spent the day baling hay, and there were still straws of it stuck in his hair.


My mother stood at the open door of the plane. Her hair was long and dark and parted in the middle. She had it tied back in
a loose knot. Though she was forty, she could have passed for a woman ten years younger. She was barefoot, wearing a pair
of cutoffs and a T-shirt, trailed by the stray pups that had made their way to our farm. Her face was bare of makeup, and
she had an easy, natural beauty. Most days she came flying with us, and I’d sit on her lap. But on this day she was too busy.
Instead of coming, she tightened the seat belt until it bit into my skin.


“Ow,” I said.

She tightened it harder.

The airplane was a two-seater with the seats set in tandem, one behind the other. I could see my dad over the back of his
seat. He wore a pair of aviator sunglasses and a headset.


“You sure you don’t want to come?” he asked my mom again.

She shook her head and closed the plane door. “I’ve got too much to do.”

My dad looked at me over his shoulder. “You ready, A.J.?”

I beamed up at him. Though my dad had three living children from a previous marriage, they were already grown. I was his late-in-life
baby, the only child my father and mother had together. We flew almost every day for the pure fun of it, the simple pleasure
of moving through the air. I knew the routines, the way my dad cranked the engine and the propeller turned. The way he taxied
to the grass runway. How he pulled on the yoke as we picked up speed and lifted into the air. That afternoon, we rose over
the farm and banked so that I could see the wooded expanse of the land below. The dogwoods and daffodils had already bloomed,
and the surrounding forest was settling into a mountain summer. We flew over oaks and maples thick with greenery. A creek
ran near the house, a cold stream of clear water where salamanders hid beneath flat stones. My father’s herd of cattle stood
in the open pasture, looking skyward as we buzzed overhead. The metal roofs on his chicken houses glinted in the late afternoon
sun. I looked down on blueberry bushes and rows of muscadine grapes. This was our farm, our home, our acreage, and I took
unquestioning joy in its sun-dappled beauty.


My dad flew over the guesthouse where my mom’s parents, my grandparents Art and Jewel, were staying that summer. They came
out onto the porch and waved. He circled above them so I could wave down. Then he turned to head back to the runway. It was
only a quarter mile away.


Later, my grandpa said that’s when the plane jerked unnaturally. Maybe that’s why I sat forward. I don’t know. The emptiness in my memory where that moment should be has haunted me all my life. What I do remember is leaning close to the back of my father’s seat and asking, “Daddy, are we going to crash?” 

“No, baby,” he said to me. “Sit back down.”

He pointed the plane toward a clearing in the trees. But before the Piper Cub could reach the open space, it fell out of the
sky. We went into the ground nose-first, and the plane toppled upside down in the red Georgia clay. My grandparents were watching,
horrified, from the deck of their house. They rushed to the clearing, where the plane lay crumpled on the ground. My grandpa
said later that he smelled gas, gas everywhere, and he was certain the plane would catch fire. That’s why he pulled me free.
He looked to my father in the front seat, but my dad was already dead.


Authorities were on the scene quickly. Too quickly, some say. There were agents from the Georgia Bureau of Investigation,
the local sheriff’s office, and the Federal Aviation Administration. A reporter overheard them talking and printed their conversation
in the newspaper the next day. “I guess the prosecutors down in Atlanta will be drinking double Scotches and dancing in the
streets tonight,” one of them said.


 

I spent the first three days after the plane crash in a coma with a fractured skull and a broken vertebra. The doctors said
my chances of surviving were low. Everybody held their breath and waited. Finally, my dad’s attorney announced to reporters,
“The baby looks like she’s going to make it.” By then, everyone had a name for the crash. They called it the accident.


Four days after the accident, while I was still at the hospital, a memorial service was held for my father at a funeral home in Cleveland, Georgia. His casket—closed—was covered with roses. My mother stood beside it. When a reporter who had written about my father’s case paid his respects, she told him, sobbing, “This isn’t the way it was supposed to end.” 

The service, in many ways, mirrored what my father’s trial for drug smuggling might have looked like that summer if he had
survived to attend it. His lead defense attorney spoke. His best friend spoke. His oldest son, my half brother Bill, spoke.
My father’s brother, my uncle Tony, would have liked to have spoken, but he wasn’t cleared to attend the service. Tony was
already in the federal witness protection program by then.


Those who spoke called my dad by different names. Some called him Lamar, his middle name, which is what my mom and most of
his friends called him. Some called him Junie, his growing-up name, because he was Tilton Lamar Chester Jr. No one used the
name they called him in Colombia, Sin Sueño, a name that my father proudly translated as “One Who Never Sleeps.” Instead,
they talked about my father as a hero. They said he was generous, intelligent, charismatic, patriotic. “He was a man of class
and style in a time when there is very little class and style,” his attorney said. My dad’s best friend called him an eternal
optimist. “Lamar wasn’t afraid of death,” he said. “His only fear was that he might not live life to its fullest.”


Everybody said the same thing. My dad was a good guy. But in all of the eulogies, no one mentioned my father’s favorite expression,
a line he had repeated often to the many reporters who always seemed to be at our house.


You can’t tell the good guys from the bad guys.





Part I






1
Wrightsville


My father, Tilton Lamar Chester Jr., was born in Atlanta, Georgia, in 1937. His family lived in Wrightsville, a rural town
in central Georgia most famous for being on the path of William Tecumseh Sherman’s March to the Sea. In the larger world of
1937, Europe was bracing itself for another war. Amelia Earhart disappeared over the Pacific. The Hindenburg caught fire. Dust storms continued to decimate the American plains. Franklin D. Roosevelt was inaugurated for a second term.
A gallon of gas cost ten cents.


For most people in rural Georgia, including my father, poverty was the rule. The Great Depression would have a hold on the
country until the United States entered World War II, and conditions were especially bleak in the South, even for landowners.
On the outskirts of Wrightsville, Lamar’s grandma, Ma Dell, lived on a hundred acres. Her father had been the town doctor,
which was how she came by her land. After she divorced her husband, she moved back to the land and the house she grew up in,
an unpainted wood structure with a tin roof and a front porch but no indoor plumbing or electricity. Ma Dell rented out her
fields for growing cotton and hay, but in the time between the wars, even with all that land, she was still poor.


My dad and his family would move around a lot during his early years, but he always came back to Ma Dell’s in the summer. He was a skinny kid with a crew cut, wearing patched-up clothes, barefoot because he only owned one pair of shoes and he needed to save them for winter. Already, the feeling of not having enough—and not being enough—smoldered within him. Those summers at Ma Dell’s left an impression on my father that he would carry for the rest of his life. Georgia sank into his soul, and he spent years yearning to get back. I imagine him in the early morning sitting on the front porch of Ma Dell’s, his bare feet propped on the rails, watching the fog roll in across the fields. My father didn’t believe in religion, though he wasn’t an atheist. He believed in fate. In that moment, he couldn’t have known what fate had written for him—wealth and power and the eventual loss of all of it—but what he could see were the alternatives: scarcity and hardship. I like to believe this is the moment my father looked out over the fog-covered pasture and set a goal for himself. One day he would be a rich man, he decided, and he would own land in the state of Georgia. More than Ma Dell’s hundred acres. A parcel where all the land he could see belonged to him. 

 

Lamar’s mama, Louise, was known for her temper. She beat her boys with a switch in the front yard. She beat her daughter with a shoe. Behind her back, her children called her Lou-fucking-uise. My dad’s pop, Tilton Lamar Chester Sr., had come to North Georgia with the Civilian Conservation Corps, part of FDR’s New Deal. The Conservation Corps put young men to work restoring parks and forests. After his stint in the corps, Pop became a carpenter, though he had trouble keeping a job. Part of it was his drinking and part of it was the fact that no one in my family takes orders well. Tell us what to do, and we’ll just as soon tell you to go fuck yourself. That bad attitude combined with a stiff drink meant that Pop was often out of work. 

There’s a photo of Pop taken when he was a young man, dressed in work coveralls and sitting astride an Indian motorcycle.
He’s got the wide Chester grin and the proud Chester brow, and he shines with an unmistakable virility. Pop would have four
wives in his lifetime. Some say he had many mistresses. In this particular photo, Pop is broad-shouldered and confident. Not
cocky, that cheap and flimsy stance, but sure of himself. He was a man who could fix things, who was at ease with a hammer
and a hacksaw. He could take apart a truck engine and raise a barn in the same day. He wasn’t wealthy or educated, and in
many power structures he would have been a powerless man. But in rural Georgia in the first decades of the twentieth century,
he was a force.


After the end of World War II, when my father was in his early teens, the family settled in Coral Springs, just outside Miami.
The booming Florida construction industry needed workers, and Pop found a job. By now, there were four Chester children—Lamar,
Judy, Jerry, and Tony. Pop raised them with a firm understanding that can’t wasn’t part of their vocabulary. “I don’t ever want to hear you say you can’t do anything,” he’d tell them.


As the firstborn, Lamar was endowed with the natural leadership qualities of many firstborns. He became an Eagle Scout and
he excelled at fishing, camping, and pranking. He was the leader of his pack of rowdy teenage boys. Every now and then they
liked to stick potatoes in the tailpipes of police cars. When the cars started, the potatoes would explode out of the pipe
with a loud bang. The boys would laugh and laugh.


In 1957 Lamar got hitched to a local girl named Nancy. Nancy was just sixteen and worried about getting pregnant. That’s why they drove from Miami to the courthouse in Wrightsville, where my dad’s aunt arranged a quick wedding. The plan was to keep the marriage a secret. Nancy would live at home and finish high school, and then they’d have a proper ceremony. But one of Nancy’s sisters told their father, and by the time Nancy got home, she’d been kicked out. Which is how my freewheeling, fun-loving father found himself supporting a wife at nineteen. Nancy’s plans to finish high school also went out the door. Married girls weren’t allowed to attend. It’s hard to ignore the irony of what came next. Nancy had gotten married to avoid the social risks of getting pregnant too early, but as soon as she got married, getting pregnant seemed like the only option left to her. So she set about having babies. Their first, Bill, arrived a year after the wedding. Soon they had two more, both boys, Terry and Richard. These would be my brothers. 

Lamar did what he could to support Nancy and the boys. He drove a taxi. He started a plant nursery. He taught himself to scuba
dive and worked for the local golf courses, retrieving lost balls from the water hazards. He’d scrub off the grass stains
and sell the extras to the rich guys playing the greens. He was always working, striving, pushing to move up.


By this time he’d adopted the look that would carry him into the 1970s, a crew cut styled with a dollop of Brylcreem and a clean-shaven face splashed with English Leather. He’d grown to his full height, six-foot-three, and he’d stayed skinny. He had the wide Chester forehead and the smooth Chester grin, but on his face he also had the Chester acne—terrible, scarring, cystic acne that runs in our family. It does a strange thing to a person to have the most visible part of your body affected in this way. I know from personal experience. I’ve had terrible skin since I was thirteen. It’s hard for me to talk about it, even here. I’ve tried everything—dermatologists, endocrinologists, allergists, nutritionists, acupuncturists, chiropractors, Reiki masters, and faith healers—but no one has been able to fix it. I can’t say what it was like for my dad, but I can tell you what it’s been like for me. I have a deep conviction of being flawed. My whole life I wanted to be beautiful, but when I look in the mirror I see a monster. Perhaps my father felt that way, too. Maybe it underlay many of his decisions. 

Eventually my dad did what many young men of limited means do—he joined the armed services, first the navy and then the air
force. In the air force he earned his aircraft mechanic’s license and started a side business fixing wrecked aircraft, keeping
broken-down planes in the yard beside the house. He was nuts about planes. He liked their mechanical precision and the technical
challenge of flying them, and he enjoyed the sense of freedom that came with being in the air. And he wasn’t the only one.
By this time, aviation had become a national obsession. From the first flight of the Wright brothers in 1903 to Charles Lindbergh’s
nonstop solo flight between New York and Paris in 1927 to the bombers of World War II and the introduction of commercial aircraft
in the 1950s, Americans were obsessed with flying. After his stint in the air force, my dad got his private pilot’s license
and was hired on with a small freight carrier. His brother Tony was also working around airplanes as a stock clerk. The day
my dad took Tony up in a four-seat, single-engine, retractable-gear 1949 Navion was the day that Tony knew he wanted to be
a pilot too. Lamar let him take the controls, and Tony was hooked. Flying had officially entered the Chester family.






2
No Ordinary Bird


In 1969 my father was hired as a pilot for Eastern Airlines, a big national carrier based out of Miami. Though he flew professionally,
he would have flown just as much if he weren’t getting a paycheck. He liked what most pilots like about flying—a sense of
weightlessness, the thrill of traveling above the earth, the adrenaline bump that comes with controlled but dangerous activities.
But my dad didn’t just want to be a good pilot. He wanted to be an exceptional pilot. That drive toward exceptionalism had
an element of testing the limits of what was safe. He liked flying at its rawest and most dangerous. He once made a bet that
he could land a plane on the sideways axis of a runway. He did. I’m tempted to use the word reckless to describe him, but that’s not accurate. My father was calculated. In everything he did, he was very much in control. If
he made decisions that most sane people would call dangerous, it was because he’d carefully considered them. I wish I could
tell you that I grew up to be wary of this type of person, but to this day there’s something terribly compelling to me about
the idea of a brilliant man skating on the edge of disaster.


Around this time, Richard Bach’s Jonathan Livingston Seagull was published. First printed serially in Flying magazine in the late 1960s, Jonathan Livingston Seagull went on to top the New York Times bestseller list for thirty-seven weeks. It was my father’s favorite book. I don’t know a pilot from those days who doesn’t
own a copy. The story is a fable, of sorts, about a seagull who pushes the boundaries of flight. It has insider flying references
that pilots geek out on, like talk of altitude and windspeed, glides and stalls. It also relays an underlying message that
appeals to the kind of person who likes to fly: life is about more than the daily squabble. I’ve read and reread Jonathan Livingston Seagull, looking for clues about my father in its pages. This passage stands out:



But way off alone, out by himself beyond boat and shore, Jonathan Livingston Seagull was practicing. A hundred feet in the
sky he lowered his webbed feet, lifted his beak, and strained to hold a painful hard twisting curve through his wings. The
curve meant that he would fly slowly, and now he slowed until the wind was a whisper in his face, until the ocean stood still
beneath him. He narrowed his eyes in fierce concentration, held his breath, forced one . . . single . . . more . . . inch . . .
of . . . curve. . . . Then his feathers ruffled, he stalled and fell.


Seagulls, as you know, never falter, never stall. To stall in the air is for them disgrace and dishonor.

But Jonathan Livingston Seagull, unashamed, stretching his wings again in that trembling hard curve—slowing, slowing, and
stalling once more—was no ordinary bird.




Those words—no ordinary bird—capture my dad’s approach to flying perfectly. Though he wouldn’t take risks in the cockpit of a commercial airplane, he was known for taking risks in his own planes. These risks usually panned out, like the time he flew from Miami to Georgia and landed with less than five minutes of flying time’s worth of gas. His brother Tony refueled the plane and joked that there was only half a gallon left in the tank. After that, my dad had a new nickname—Point-Five. 

But his risks didn’t always pan out.

Like the time he ferried Pop and Pop’s third wife, Vera, from Georgia to Florida. Tony came with them to the airport to fuel
up the plane and see them off. Before they left, Tony took Pop aside. “Make sure Junie stops for gas no farther south than
Vero Beach,” Tony said.


My dad and his parents took off late in the day. They were flying in Lamar’s single-engine Cessna 206. The 206 is a workhorse,
often used as a bush plane in remote areas. As the plane traveled south, the sun set and the moon rose in the night sky. Lamar
never stopped for gas. Pilots tell me there is always an element of fear in flying. There has to be. There are too many moving
parts and too many opportunities for mechanical failure—there’s too much distance between the plane and the ground—not to
be afraid. On this flight my father would have seen the danger coming, minute by minute, as the gauge on the fuel tank dropped
toward zero. He would have known that flying from western Georgia to southern Florida on a single tank of gas was risky. I
imagine that his twin demons of exceptionalism and overconfidence warred against the saner parts of his nature, the parts
that said he should have stopped to refuel hours ago.


But like Jonathan Livingston Seagull, my dad wanted to push the limits of flight to its outermost edges. When my brothers
were learning to fly as teenagers, our father liked to do an exercise with them. He would kill the engine while they were
in midair. “Now look around,” he’d say to the boy at the controls. “Where are you going to land?” It was an instinct he wanted
to teach them early—always have a landing spot in mind.


I like to think my dad had a landing spot in mind when, ten miles from the Opa-locka airport, the engine of the Cessna 206 quit. It was too early for him to have started his landing approach, and the plane would have been at five thousand to six thousand feet. That’s about a mile. A mile above the ground. When a plane runs out of gas, it’s similar to a car running out of gas. There’s a sputtering, a choking, and then a coasting. When a car runs out of gas, there’s an immediate silence as the engine noises die off. When a plane runs out of gas, the engine noises stop, but there’s still the sound of wind rushing past the airframe. 

I play this story out in my mind, and my father is cool and collected. He handles the controls with ease. He knows just what
to do. But in reality, he would have been scared. The noise of the wind outside the plane, without the roar of the engine,
would have been unfamiliar and frightening. Though a small-engine aircraft slips into a glide when its engine quits, that
glide can feel erratic. In the first moments the plane drops quickly, a thousand feet in the five seconds it takes to figure
out what’s happening. I imagine that my father’s stomach lurched, and cold adrenaline shot up the back of his neck.


Or maybe I’m not imagining. Perhaps I’m remembering. Not from this crash but from the other one, the one that killed him and
almost killed me. Maybe it’s not my father’s fear I’m thinking about, but my own.


High above the Everglades, my father would have been looking for a place to land. Maybe he was looking even before the plane ran out of gas. Maybe he was always looking. On this night, he got lucky. It was early fall, the beginning of the dry season in South Florida, and by the light of the moon he was able to spot a flat piece of dirt. The landing had to be timed perfectly. There was no room for error. The Cessna 206 is a tripod plane with two wheels in the back and one in the front. If the nose came down on soft ground or tall grass while the plane was still moving at high speed, then it would flip. 

I see it clearly. A patch of dry earth cast in silvered moonlight. The plane dropping toward the ground. My father at the
controls, pulling back on the throttle as the wheels touched the earth. He tipped the left wing down as the plane landed,
purposefully sending it into a ground loop and circling, preventing it from flipping. There was substantial damage to the
left wing but nowhere else. Vera broke her wrist, but both Lamar and Pop were unhurt.


The air traffic controllers at Opa-locka had watched the lights on the plane descend into the Everglades. They sent out a
rescue team. The next day, the National Transportation Safety Board performed a formal investigation. The NTSB investigates
all crashes that happen within the United States, both commercial and private, whether or not there are casualties. The investigators
on this crash labeled the type of accident “engine failure or malfunction.” For probable causes, they listed “pilot in command—mismanagement
of fuel” and “miscalculated fuel consumption; fuel exhaustion.” Put simply, the plane had run out of gas.


Eventually, the 206 came back to the house in Cutler Ridge on a flatbed trailer. This is standard practice after a crash.
Once the NTSB has performed its investigation, the airplane is returned to its owner. My dad would spend the next few weeks
in the side yard working with sheet metal, fixing the damage to the wing. Later, the Cessna 206 would become part of his drug
smuggling operation. He named it the Hulk, because it could take a beating.


 

Within my dad’s family, people tell the story of the Everglades crash often. It’s told with a kind of reverence, and the moral is usually the same—what an excellent pilot he was, how he managed to land the plane at night in a wild stretch of dirt and sawgrass, nobody hurt except for Vera and her broken wrist. He was just ten miles from Opa-locka, they say. The tower could see his lights. He almost made it. 

But it’s worth noting that Pop and Vera didn’t participate in this mythmaking. To them, it wasn’t a heroic story, a tale of
grit and valor. It was a dangerous, avoidable mistake. Afterward, Pop sued Lamar over the crash. Although the case never went
anywhere, hard feelings clearly lingered long after the incident had entered family lore.


The Everglades crash was a sobering experience for my father. I’d like to believe he learned a valuable lesson about pushing
an aircraft to its limits. He never ran out of fuel again. Unless we’re counting the crash that killed him.


 

By now, my dad and Nancy’s three sons were little boys. Bill, the firstborn, was extremely bright, a dark-haired child with
thick glasses and a shy laugh. Terry was whip-smart and quick-grinned, a peacemaker and popular. Richard was the baby, a sweet-faced
cherub that everyone doted on. The boys were loved equally. Much later, as adults, they’ll agree that there was no hint of
favoritism when they were children.


Their childhood was like something out of Tom Sawyer—outdoorsy, active, barefoot. They spent their days shooting slingshots, building fires, climbing trees. Lamar raised his
boys with the same words he’d been taught by his pop: can’t wasn’t in the Chester vocabulary. “Don’t ever tell me you can’t do anything,” he’d say. The boys would nod and study their father carefully. They spent long afternoons watching him fix the planes he kept in the side yard. Lamar pressed his lips together as he concentrated, pursing them in the middle like he might suck on a straw, while the boys waited eagerly, ready to pass over tools, worried that their father might ask for a screwdriver and they’d hand him a wrench. They hated to let him down. Not that Lamar got angry with his boys. He never yelled. He didn’t threaten. The only time they heard him cuss was when he was working on a broken plane. “It just doesn’t work until you cuss at it,” he liked to say. 

I recently found a black-and-white studio portrait of my dad’s first family taken during this time. In it my father is dressed
in a dark blazer and slim black tie, a white pocket square folded neatly in his breast pocket. His hair is shaved into a tight
crew cut. Nancy sits beside him in a long-sleeved black dress buttoned to her neck. She wears a string of pearls and has short
hair and a tight-lipped smile. Bill and Terry stand behind them, still small, dressed in dark jackets and slim ties like their
father. Their little-boy ears stick out from the sides of their heads, set off by crew cuts. Richard is a baby in my father’s
lap. Everyone except my father looks to the right, under the direction of the photographer. They smile a version of their
school-portrait smiles, all mouth and no eyes. Only my dad looks directly into the camera, his eyes crinkling at the corners,
grinning a devil-may-care grin. It’s as if he sees something that the others don’t see, a future on the horizon that no one
but him can imagine.






3
Family Man


The United States had fully embraced the jet-set age, and being a commercial airline pilot carried a certain glamour. The
uniform helped; my father looked dashing in his black suit with the gold bars on his shoulders. So did the salary. In his
first year with Eastern he made $30,000, enough to propel them into the middle class. The family bought a three-bedroom ranch
house in Cutler Ridge, a suburb of Miami. The roof was flat, and Lamar climbed up on it with his boys to watch the Apollo
launch. The interior had shag carpeting, terrazzo floors, and rattan furniture. Lamar built a wall of shelving and filled
it with his albums—Herb Alpert & the Tijuana Brass, Engelbert Humperdinck, Harry Belafonte. He kept his monthly subscriptions
to Popular Mechanics, Flying, and Playboy in a magazine rack beside the couch. He didn’t own many books. Other than Jonathan Livingston Seagull, he wasn’t a reader. But he did love chess. A cheap plastic chess set from the drugstore lived on the game shelf beside Parcheesi
and Twister.


Lamar and Nancy were a social couple, and their house in Cutler Ridge became the place for parties. Through a haze of cigarette smoke, people danced to Motown from a record player in the corner. They drank gin and tonics and tall glasses of yellow Galliano. The women wore sleeveless shifts in pale pastels. The men dressed in narrow slacks and short-sleeved shirts. They grouped together outside and clinked the ice in their glasses as they talked. Lamar liked to tell airline pilot jokes. His favorite one was about three friends—an architect, a doctor, and a pilot—who each had a golden retriever. One day, the three friends took the dogs hunting to find out which retriever was the best. The architect shot a duck first. 

“Go get it, girl,” he said to his retriever.

The retriever swam out to the duck, drew a quick set of blueprints, built an ark, and sailed the duck back to her master.

“Pretty good,” the two other friends said.

Next, the doctor spotted a duck and shot it.

“Go get it, girl,” he said to his retriever.

The dog swam out to the duck, defeathered it, made a neat incision along the belly, gutted it, sutured it, then brought the
duck back to her master.


“Pretty good,” the two other friends said.

Finally, the airline pilot shot a duck.

“Go get it, boy,” he commanded his retriever.

The dog leaped into the lake, swam out to the duck, ate the duck, swam back, fucked the other two dogs, and then took ten
days off.


Jesus, I think.

This was the tone of my father’s world, the kind of atmosphere that backyard barbecues and cocktail parties were steeped in.
What made a “good” man in those days was so dramatically different from what makes a “good” man today that I sometimes have
a hard time wrapping my head around this person who was smart and funny and charismatic and also—let’s be honest—thriving
in a world of toxic masculinity.


I often wonder whether Nancy was happy married to my father. She passed away in 2012, so I can’t ask her myself. But people tell me that she, too, was funny and smart, a writer with ambitions to write a book herself. Her mother was French, which gave her a certain worldliness in a part of Florida where that was rare. She had a wide group of friends. She smoked Virginia Slims because they were the feminist cigarette. She didn’t mind my dad’s dirty jokes. Their neighborhood in Cutler Ridge was full of pilots, and she was used to their bawdy humor. And anyway, she was a jokester herself. Once in the house in Cutler Ridge, on a cool afternoon when one of her sisters was visiting, she got it in her head to light the gas fireplace—which she’d never tried before. By the time she held the match to the fumes, the gas had been running for a while. It ignited with a flash that blackened her face and singed off her eyebrows. She turned around to look at her sister, who stood there gaping, and joked, “Do you mind if I smoke?” 

Nancy had three children before she was twenty, which didn’t leave much time for her own ambitions. I know there was strain
on the marriage early—the everyday strain of young children and the very real
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