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WORD OF MOUTH FROM divers at the point of impact had it that Bechtold was still strapped in his seat as they lifted him gently from the ocean floor. From there, the rest of the details concerning the recovery would have to be cobbled together conceptually, by those charged later with crafting and sustaining his legacy. Because his would be the only body located intact, surely it would be fuel for the mythmakers. As he made his mechanically assisted ascent from the sandy bottom, some 300 feet down, it is believed his head was tilted back proudly, cocked and buoyed by the slow, steady onrush of the warm Atlantic water. Like a macabre hood ornament tethered on a vertical hoist, his soft grey hair flowed behind him like fine silk in a blue-green liquid breeze. 

So up he came, from the unrelenting darkness that stubbornly conspired with raw, shifting currents and a whip-handed undertow not to relinquish him, instead to claim him forever. Up to the choppy, wind-sprayed surface, surrounded by the handful of screaming orange pontoon boats that churned in ever-constricting circles under the slow building burn of an early morning sun. He would rise up to join the splintered remnants of the full catastrophe. Tell-tale bits and pieces dancing suspended in a pulsing, swirling rhythm, waiting to be plucked, catalogued, and transported to examiners positioned in a large gray warehouse deployed on shore as a makeshift morgue.  

The magnitude of wreckage was as surreal as it was brutal. It would be months before the identifications could be completed.  The force of the crash obliterated all semblance of human form, in some cases leaving only shards of skin stuck to shredded pieces of clothing. A vague number of body parts were entangled in sections of the ripped fuselage. Other pieces were scattered along the channel ledge, too far down. A tiny half of an infant’s hand eventually would be found lodged in a floating piece of aluminum trim, wrenched loose from around a window.

Answers would now come only by way of technology employed by the death detectives. Flight manifest, dental records, clothing, tattoos, DNA—all would be in play. The shoe without a match; the Southern Living magazine, the front page of the New York Times, yesterday’s news carelessly floating in the surf; the top half of a rich brown leather suitcase, its brass hinges bent back, flattened, and forced apart in a second of exerted force; the wallets with snapshot photos of loved ones left behind. 

After a long, slow pull at his cigarette, a stocky, bearded guy in a lead boat squints and surveys the scene unfolding before him.  He cocks his head sideways and shouts words that stream back over his shoulder to anyone behind him who might hear.  

“It’s gonna be a long day.” 

“More like a long week,” somebody replied.

By this point in the fits and starts of their unsung labors, each man in the team of searchers had to be hardened to such sights. Accustomed as they were to dredging for arms and legs, sometimes down to the protruding bones and sinews of fingers, they saw a whole body, virtually unmarked, as a bonus. But at least one of them must have been unnerved, more than slightly, as the old man’s face got closer to the top. Here was a pale and bloated apparition, a traveler from an unlikely waystation, rising out of the creamy, fuel-slicked void to meet them and hitch a ride to shore. It was the figure of a fallen hero on the last leg of an inspiring journey. A hero emerging in slow motion, before a hastily assembled and unitiated audience. A shape defining itself yet again, this time against a cruel and turbulent background.

They have learned not to be confused by the particulars of such horror. They understand you can’t cope with a vast amount of input like this using the old, classified techniques of pattern recognition. Your tendency is to go looking for mythic and structural forms to manage such a complex infusion of data. But at ground zero of the swirling mosaic, at this apocalyptic interface of the mechanical and the natural, you struggle to maintain perspective. You just try to do your job.

Yes. His sad eyes had to be closed, in peaceful, calm repose. His expression would not offer even the sparest hint of the fear and terror that must have surrounded him during his final moments.  How much time did he have to assemble his last thoughts? We heard much later that his last meal was a cup of black coffee and a thin slice of New York cheesecake. Those who obsess on such things know there have been occasions where passengers had time to write letters and even compose wills as they waited for the inevitable. 

But not in Richard’s case. He was of the oral tradition, old school, and he would leave the written accounts to others, like his devoted wife Susan—and me. Most of what the rest of the world had come to know of him from the printed word—the dozens of books bearing his name, his acceptance speeches and university lectures. The reams of paper behind the man—came from Susan.  He would talk and she would capture, assemble, and communicate. When she finished grieving, she would know what to do. So Richard just relaxed and experienced his final ride. It’s a good bet that’s how it went.

In fact, when they hauled him up from the sea he was probably smiling, child-like. Waiting, propped and stiff, for his mother to take his picture. But he blinked the instant the shot was captured. And those who would be the first to gaze upon his face, and were paying attention, could participate in the final meditation he offered up as they cut him, at last, from his seat and covered him over with a thin, blue tarpaulin. Even then. Even there.

The terrible beauty of it all would be lost through media coverage, as the flow of data would be translated to information and then entertainment. News reports from print junkies like me, glued to our keyboards, would recite events in stark, objective sing-song fashion, cheating the full scope of the catastrophe, only hinting at the whiff of death and loss: 
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Cervantes Bay, Maryland: Richard Bechtold, a pioneer visionary hailed by many as the bridge between the Atomic Era and the Information Age, has been found dead in the wreckage of a jetliner off the Maryland coast. The Boeing 737, enroute to Philadelphia from Miami with 92 people aboard, dropped from radar late last evening. The last communication from the pilot reported large flocks of birds in the area. Searchers arrived at the scene quickly and reported that the aircraft was torn
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