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		1.
THE BODY

		This much is not in dispute.

		On Wednesday, May 22, 1991, at the day’s first light, a flock of seagulls noisily abandoned their perches along the two cement piers jutting into Lake Michigan. Like rambunctious schoolchildren, they playfully circled above the mouth of the St. Joseph River here in southwestern Michigan, absorbing the warmth of the new day’s sun. The seas were calm; the sky, partly cloudy.

		Almost exactly one hour later, first-year Coast Guard seaman Saul Brignoni, hosing down a concrete walkway alongside the river, teasingly shot a blast of water at a covy of gulls resting on the embankment and spotted what appeared to be a muddy strip of driftwood floating twenty yards from where he stood. Minutes later, he received a cryptic radio call from the crew of a nearby dredging boat. “We got something out here you might want to take a look at.”

		Brignoni and two colleagues pushed off in their twenty-two-foot Boston Whaler and on closer inspection discovered that the flotsam was the bloated body of a fully clothed teenage black boy. Using a seven-foot-long boat hook, they carefully prodded the discolored corpse onto a large metal litter, turning their heads to avoid the putrid gases that rose from the body, along with the early morning mist from the river.

		They then motored back to shore, where they laid the body, face down, on the wooden deck by their barracks and doused it with a nearby hose, cleansing it of some of the river silt. Three St. Joseph police officers soon arrived. While two asked questions of the Coast Guardsmen, making certain to stay upwind of the body, the third officer circled the corpse like a buzzard over its prey, snapping pictures with a 35-millimeter camera. After getting shots of the boy’s short-sleeved shirt, a blue-striped baseball jersey that read MCGINNIS, Detective Dennis Soucek had his fellow officers carefully turn the body over. He knelt to get close-ups, focusing on the dead boy’s stonewashed USED jeans, a popular brand, which were unbuckled and unzipped, exposing blue-striped bikini shorts. He snapped shots of the victim’s upper body, the arms and hands still caked with mud; the skin, yellowish, almost green in places, was scraped away on the left forearm. He took photos of the boy’s head, which was so swollen that the face looked separated from the skull, as if someone had stuffed cotton in the cheeks, the chin, the forehead, and every other part of the head. Only the ears retained their normal size, and in proportion to the other features seemed small and insignificant. The red lips puckered out like a fish’s, and there were marks around the neck, two bloody lines that looked like rope burns. There were other matters the camera caught as well: a silver ring with a turquoise stone, a pinky fingernail painted pink, and unlaced high-top Nikes.

		Nearby, Jim Dalgleish, a weedy-looking reporter for the Herald-Palladium, the local newspaper, turned his eyes from the scene, his worn Nikon hanging around his neck. Dalgleish, who, like other reporters at the small paper, doubled as a photographer, had heard over the police radio about “a floater” in the river and had sped over in his pickup. Drownings are common occurrences around here, sometimes as many as three to four in a year. The area, after all, is surrounded by water. The St. Joseph River slices through the county, its languid surface hiding a sometimes tricky current. The narrower and shallower Paw Paw River feeds into the St. Joseph just upstream from the Coast Guard station; its mucky bottom once devoured a car that had swerved off the road, trapping the driver. And just two hundred yards downstream from the Coast Guard station, the St. Joseph empties into Lake Michigan, which at times can rise up in a fury, whipping eight-to-ten-foot swells onto the two piers. The force of those waves has swept fishermen and foolhardy teens into roiling water where even the strongest of swimmers have a difficult time staying afloat. Dalgliesh, who hadn’t the stomach to look at the puffed-up bodies of floaters, only glanced at this particular corpse; he did snap some photos after it was placed on an ambulance stretcher, a white sheet covering it from head to toe.

		The body was taken to Mercy Hospital for an autopsy. The incident was, the police believed, probably a drowning.

		Like a swollen snake, the St. Joseph River lazily winds its way north from Indiana through the hilly cropland of southwestern Michigan, eventually spilling into the clear waters of Lake Michigan, where it is 450 feet across at its widest. It is here, near its mouth, that this otherwise undramatic chute of water becomes a formidable waterway, not because of its currents but because of what it separates: Benton Harbor and St. Joseph, two small Michigan towns whose only connections are two bridges and a powerful undertow of contrasts.

		South of the river on a hill sits St. Joseph, a modest town of nine thousand that resembles the quaint tourist haunts of the New England coast. Vacationers on their way from Chicago—it’s a two-hour drive—to the northern woods of Michigan stop here to browse the downtown mall, shopping at the antique stores, art galleries, and clothing boutiques. Its beach, just a short walk down a steep bluff from the downtown, once boasted an amusement park, but, reflecting today’s more environmentally conscious world, now stands bare, its acres of fine sand and protected dunes luring families and idle teens during the summer months. The town is made up of both blue-collar families and professionals, many of whom work at the international corporate headquarters of Whirlpool, one of the area’s major employers. In recent years they have been joined by affluent Chicagoans looking for second homes. For those in Benton Harbor, though, St. Joseph’s most defining characteristic is its racial makeup: it is 95 percent white.

		Benton Harbor lies just across the river. It is a larger town, with a population of twelve thousand, and although, technically speaking, it is the other sibling in the much-used name the Twin Cities, it couldn’t be more different from St. Joseph. Benton Harbor is 92 percent black and is dirt poor. It is, as a result, shunned by the citizens of St. Joseph, whose children are taught from an early age that they’re not to venture into Benton Harbor because of the gangs and the drugs. A state legislator once publicly warned visitors to lock their doors when driving through the city’s downtown, whose empty movie theaters, potholed streets, and vacant stores stand as an inverted image of the mall across the way. And it is suggested from time to time that the local airport, just north of Benton Harbor, should be relocated so that visitors wouldn’t have to drive through the wreckage of the town to get to St. Joseph. For the people of St. Joseph, Benton Harbor is an embarrassment. It’s as if someone had taken an inner-city neighborhood—indeed, the typical family income is one fourth that in St. Joseph—and plopped it in the middle of this otherwise picturesque landscape. A further reminder of the relentless differences was put forward in 1989, when Money magazine anointed the Benton Harbor metropolitan area, which includes St. Joseph, the worst place to live in the nation. Everyone, of course, blamed Benton Harbor for the rating.

		It is here, where the St. Joseph River opens into Lake Michigan, providing sustenance for spawning salmon and seasoned sailors, that this story begins. And it’s here—at the beginning—where people began to disagree.

	
		2.
A PRELUDE

		My interest in the death of Eric McGinnis borders on obsession.

		I’ve come to realize this after conducting over two hundred interviews, after scouring, countless times, the six-inch-thick police report, after listening to the opinions and reasoning offered by forensic pathologists, toxicologists, homicide detectives, and civil engineers, after navigating the St. Joseph River, after hanging out in bars and on basketball courts, and after playing and replaying in my mind the last moments when Eric was seen alive.

		Eric, at least what I knew of him, called to mind the friendships I’ve been lucky to forge over the years, relationships I treasure. I’ve known teens like Eric who, in the throes of adolescence, can be marvelously engaging and formidably beguiling. And so my obsession may be explained, in part by my familiarity with the terrain. Eric’s death stirred me. I thought perhaps I could restore some dignity to another faceless name and help put closure on the mystery surrounding his death. I wasn’t prepared, however, for the sudden and precipitous shifts in the landscape. The terrain wasn’t as familiar as I’d thought.

		I never knew Eric. Nor did I know his family or friends until after his death. But the three-by-five color snapshots of his bloated body haunt me, one photo in particular, in which his arms are splayed at his side at awkward, impossible angles, one wrist turned away from his body, almost as if he had died trying to mock the body-bending acrobatics of a contortionist. I flinch at the image of his battered face, which, because of the decomposition and its ballooning, seems without form or character. When I close my eyes and conjure up that photo, what I see most clearly is the single blade of grass along Eric’s left cheek, extending just above one eye. It is as if the camera had focused on that at the exclusion of his features. Everything else is a blur: his eyes, set deep in their sockets; his hair, caked in mud; his mouth, puckered out as it is, without expression.

		A father, I close my eyes and picture that blade of grass on the cheek of my daughter or stepson. It’s too painful, too trite an exercise. How can I comprehend the darkness, the internal chaos of losing a child? I try to imagine. But I become nauseated and dizzy. And quickly pull myself out of such contrived but no less disturbing wanderings. What must it be like for Eric’s mother? Her only child. Her most reliable companion. Her dining partner. Her fellow Pistons’ fan. What must it be like not knowing how her son, playful and talkative, impish and open, could end up dead in the river? And after he was last seen in the all-white town. Chased by an angry man. While a deputy sheriff watched. The questions pile up, so fast and so high that at times I feel lost as I stand by them. What about the untied shoes and unzipped pants? His missing coat? But when I become distracted, I remind myself that I have to stay focused, as the camera did on that blade of grass, on only one inquiry: How did Eric end up in the St. Joseph River?

		The theories abound. I’ve heard them all—or so I think until I pick up one more stone, which reveals a patch of earth muddier than the last. Each time I aim for the truth, home in on it, the target blurs and sways, so that as I near it, the bull’s-eye all but disappears. Or, at times, as I approach what I think are facts, the bull’s-eye multiplies, each taking on a different shape and hue, so that, as my vision darts from one to the other, I don’t know where to land. The facts become elusive. Such is the story of race. Such is the story of Eric’s death. Truth becomes myth; myth becomes truth. And your perspective—myth or truth, truth or myth—is shaped by which side of the river you live on. In the end all that matters is what you believe. Or so it seems.

		I first heard about Eric’s death in the spring of 1992, almost a year to the day after the discovery of his body. At the time—I was writing for the Wall Street Journal—the verdict had just been rendered in the Rodney King case. Not guilty. With those two words, Los Angeles’s black community exploded, its rage surpassing the imagination of even the most liberal of whites. As I’m apt to do, I wandered away from the story of the day, the conflagration in Los Angeles, and traveled to less choppy waters. I’d like to believe it’s a good journalistic instinct, but it has as much to do with my fear of competition, of being placed face to face with reporters who may be more agile and composed under deadline and whose reporting will expose what I’ve missed.

		So it was that I ended up in Benton Harbor and St. Joseph, when I probably should have been in the eye of the storm, two thousand miles away. But when it comes to racial matters, the storm cuts a wide swath. Having convinced an editor at the Journal to give me a few days, I drove the two hours to what are called, without irony, the Twin Cities, unsure whether I’d find anything to write about.

		I had been here four years earlier to write about what I called our forgotten cities, small, out-of-the-way, impoverished places like East St. Louis in Illinois, and Camden in New Jersey, and Benton Harbor. On my first day in Benton Harbor, I stopped in the town’s library, a usually lively place that runs a bustling video-rental operation (in addition to lending books, of course), to peruse recent issues of the local newspaper. There, Barb McKee, a librarian of twenty-seven years and a Benton Harbor native, told me the story of Eric. And so I spent the next two months researching and writing an article for the Journal—and the next five years digging into the events surrounding Eric’s death. I drove to the towns regularly, sometimes staying for only a day, other times for a stretch of weeks. For two summers, my wife and I rented a home nearby.

		People in the two towns would often ask which side of the river I was staying on, wanting to gauge my allegiance. But the question most often asked was: “Why us? Why write about St. Joseph and Benton Harbor?” So I would tell them that, while the contrasts between St. Joseph and Benton Harbor seem unusually stark, they are, I believe, typical of how most of us live: physically and spiritually isolated from one another. I do not mean to single out these two towns or their people, for I can see much of myself in the good intentions of most residents of St. Joseph and empathize with the anger and wariness of the residents in Benton Harbor. I’ve come to realize that most of us would like to do right, but, as was said of the South’s politicians during Jim Crow, race diminishes us. It incites us to act as we wouldn’t in other arenas: clumsily, cowardly, and sometimes cruelly. We easily fall on one side or the other; we circle the wagons, watching out for our own. There’s comfort, of course, among the familiar.

		I should make it clear from the outset that Eric’s death did not drive a wedge between the two communities; that wedge had already been driven deep. Nor did it complicate relations between the races; they were already twisted and knotted in ways that local residents had become resigned to. It did, however, serve as a defining moment for the towns. The discovery of Eric’s body shattered any illusion that they shared much more than the St. Joseph River.

		A quarter of a century after race was part of everyday public discourse, it haunts us quietly, though on occasion—as in the Rodney King beating or the O. J. Simpson trial or Eric McGinnis’s death—it erupts with jarring urgency. It is at these moments of crisis, during these squalls, that we flail about, trying to find moral ballast. By then it is usually too late. The lines have been drawn. Sabers rattle. Accusations are hurled back and forth across the river like cannon fire. And the cease-fires, when they occur, are just that, cease-fires, temporary and fragile. Even the best of people have already chosen sides.

		In the tumultuous weeks and months following the discovery of Eric McGinnis’s body, as the police tried to find out how he had ended up in the river, the contour of relations between the two communities came into focus: the mistrust, the misunderstanding, and the fear—even of the truth. Eric’s death became a kind of Rashomon of the races, with relations between the towns distorting the perceptions of what happened on the night he disappeared.

		The events surrounding Eric’s death should ring familiar to all of us, both black and white: the confusion and the understanding, the despair and the hope, the disconnections and, indeed, the connections. With all that in mind, I set out to find out how Eric ended up in what is the towns’ strongest connection of all, the river.

	
		3.
THE COP

		If I could design a downtown, I would model it after St. Joseph’s. Others have tried. Delegations from such places as Freeport, Illinois, and Cadillac, Michigan, have rambled down St. Joseph’s brick-paved State Street, admiring the well-kept kiosks and well-placed wooden benches. They have envied the large number of summer tourists, most of them from Chicago. Some of the out-of-towners stroll; others ride a trolley pulled by a team of Belgium horses. They shop at the expensive boutiques and gift shops along the outdoor mall, roughly two blocks wide and five blocks long, filled with the fresh aroma of scores of potted geraniums.

		The visitors ogle the historic sites that serve as bookends to the downtown. North, overlooking the river, looms the seven-story Whitcomb Towers, sixty-eight years old and now an old-age home, but once a grand hotel noted for its copper-domed cupola and stone relief carvings as well as its sunken courtyard, used as a dance floor. South of the Whitcomb and the mall, in the town’s historic district, is a collection of elegant turn-of-the-century Queen Anne—style homes, built by the river captains, merchants, and mill owners, the monied class of the time. But what makes St. Joseph so alluring (and difficult for other cities to replicate) is its waterfront—or, more accurately, its waterfronts: Lake Michigan to the west, the curling St. Joseph River to the north and the east. So seductive is the setting that in recent years there have been a number of suicides in and around these waters, which seem to offer a gentle exit from an otherwise burdensome world. One elderly man, on a powdery beach at the south end of town, disrobed and left his clothes, wallet, and keys in a neat pile on the sand. He apparently swam into the lake; his body was found a few days later when it floated back to shore. Another man jumped into the river fully clothed. And a young woman put a gun to her mouth in a Holiday Inn room that she had selected for its magnificent view of both the lake and the river; in her six-page note, she described that panorama and the many peaceful strolls she’d taken on the beach.

		On my visits to St. Joseph, I would often take a hike after lunch, walking north of downtown, past the Whitcomb and an outdoor band shell, down a steep paved road, to a manicured arboretum inhabited, year round, by a gaggle of friendly mallards. I would sit on a wooden bench there and gaze at the murky, seemingly still waters of the river. It narrows here (though it’s still three hundred feet across), ballooning both immediately downstream and upstream. Upstream, between two drawbridges, it has been widened and dredged to allow ample room for Great Lakes’ freighters to turn around. Still farther upstream, beyond my view, the river narrows and curls south, wedging the town between river and lake. Downriver, following the current, the St. Joseph passes beneath a railroad swingbridge, past the new Waterfront Condominiums (which sell for as much as $300,000), and past the Coast Guard station. Finally, it abruptly zigzags right and then left, before flowing between two piers, which, like welcoming hands, stretch out into the waters of the lake. At the tip of the northern pier is a red-and-white light-house so quaint in appearance that it was chosen to adorn a thirty-two-cent stamp. Here, in late spring and summer, I could admire the parade of sailing sloops and pleasure craft with names like Playmate, Prime Time, Obsession, and Guilty. Their owners and friends would wave to us landlocked voyeurs and show off their tan bodies or, on occasion, the large corpses of coho salmon and steelhead, which were planted in the lake to satisfy the hunger of Michigan’s sport fishermen.

		But more popular than the riverfront is St. Joseph’s lakefront, on both sides of the river. A sliver of the town, including the Coast Guard station, sits north of the river, cutting off Benton Harbor from Lake Michigan. St. Joseph’s prime real estate, though, is due west of the downtown, down a grass-covered bluff and over railroad tracks that serve freight as well as Amtrak passenger trains. There lies Silver Beach, an expanse of fine sand spreading out like butterfly wings. In the summer, it is packed with both locals and out-of-town vacationers, most of whom hail from Illinois and, with some disdain, are commonly referred to as FIPs, or Fuck’n Illinois People. (On the first interstate overpass in the county, traveling north from Chicago, someone has spray-painted “Go Home FIPs.”)

		The beach abuts the river’s mouth, separated by the southern pier, and is the site of volleyball and triathlon tournaments, picnics and teenagers’ parties. On some days, when the westerly winds have died down and the sky appears as smooth as the sand, the lake resembles the Caribbean, its waters a transparent blue, its bottom carpeted with hardpacked sand, which the sometimes powerful undertow forms into small ridges in the shallows.

		St. Joseph residents feel proprietary about Silver Beach, their crown jewel, so in the spring of 1992, when the city put high-peaked tin roofs on the restrooms near the top of the bluff, the citizenry rose in protest. They deluged local radio stations with phone calls. Three hundred signed a petition. They appeared en masse at a city commission meeting. The Herald-Palladium ran frontpage stories. The reason for the outrage: some felt the roofs would block the view of the lake. Nor did they like the color, aqua blue. They thought it cheesy.

		On a summer day four years after the discovery of Eric McGinnis’s body, I pulled into St. Joseph’s downtown and parked across from City Hall, a worn, two-story red-bricked building, one of the few tired-looking edifices in St. Joseph. As I crossed the street toward the police department, housed on the second floor, I could make out the tin bathroom roofs and the placid, inviting waters of Lake Michigan in the distance.

		Upstairs, I entered the unassuming rooms of the St. Joseph police, a department of twenty officers. Janet, the department’s secretary, greeted me. “Go right on back,” she directed. “Lieutenant Reeves is expecting you.” I wandered down a long hallway and stuck my head in Jim Reeves’s wood-paneled office, filled with all the paraphernalia one associates with law enforcement: his framed criminal justice degree from Michigan State University, a black-and-white photo of a fellow officer who died of a heart attack while on duty, and an aerial shot of St. Joseph and the river. On his window sill were two psychedelically-decorated bongs recovered in raids. But Reeves, who would just as soon have been home with his two young children instead of chasing criminals, also had on the shelf behind him an armful of photos of his family, a copy of the Anarchist’s Cookbook (a gag gift from a friend), and a trophy from an annual golf tourney he sponsors to raise money for the Special Olympics. There was also a signed photo from Burt Reynolds (“Jim, Good Luck, Burt Reynolds”) and a book entitled People Skills.

		Reeves, the phone pressed to his ear, motioned me in. “I’m a straightahead man,” he said into the receiver, sounding unmistakably like Dragnet’s Joe Friday. “If I can get this resolved, that would be great. All I have to do is collect the facts.” He had recently recovered from what may have been a minor heart attack (the doctors put him on an exercise program and low-cholesterol diet), and his complexion was a bit pale. He had a slight paunch, which he was now committed to losing, but it wasn’t all that noticeable on his compact five-foot-seven frame. Reeves favored colorful ties, usually with a gold motif, and brown penny loafers, usually with the pennies. And he sported a well-groomed mustache. All of which conspired to make him resemble a baker more than a cop.

		As he finished the phone call, still saying his good-byes, he leaned over his gray metal desk to welcome me. The few papers there were neatly laid out; a business card Scotch-taped to the front of the desk served to identify this modest office as his. “So what brings you into town?” he asked rhetorically.

		I was here to question him yet again about Eric’s death, but as I had learned during the past years, it was not a subject Reeves enjoyed discussing. Often when I brought it up, he rolled his eyes—unconsciously, I thought; I knew he’d have preferred to talk about some other topic. On that morning, the opportunity quickly arose when he noticed me eying three identical composite sketches tacked to the wall. They were of a black man who looked to be in his midtwenties, his face marked by a pencil-thin mustache, a receding hairline, and an abundance of freckles. Attached to each composite was a color Polaroid of three different men, each of whom to one degree or another resembled the penciled portraits. Reeves proceeded to tell the story behind them.

		A ten-year-old white girl, daughter of a local pastor, had filed a complaint with the police department saying that a black man had come by St. Peter’s Church one evening while she was drawing on a computer in the church’s office. The adults were in the sanctuary, attending an Easter-week service. When the man asked for directions to the basement, she took his hand and led him down the stairs, where, she alleged, he grabbed her by the throat and tried to drag her into the dark boiler room. She resisted, biting his hand, kicking him in the shins, and then letting loose with an ear-piercing scream. He relaxed his grip long enough for her to run upstairs to her mother, who called the police.

		These were highly charged allegations, particularly in light of the friction between St. Joseph and Benton Harbor. The next day the Herald-Palladium ran on its front page the composite sketch, accompanied by a headline: GIRL ESCAPES ABDUCTION AT SJ CHURCH. Reeves, who considered himself a fair and thorough officer, approached the case with caution. He immediately saw the potential explosiveness of the charges: a black child-molester on the loose in a white community. St. Joseph residents would have had little doubt that the accused was from across the river. “I worried there’d be tension between the two communities,” he said. “We just don’t need any more poison in the system.” Reeves pursued his leads quietly, avoiding the press as he searched for anyone resembling the description given by the girl.

		Reeves pointed to the first photograph, of a man with a passing resemblance to the sketch. He had a mustache, though it was bushy and uncombed, and his face, like the drawing’s, was round. But there the likeness ended. He had a full shock of hair and no freckles. The girl’s father, the minister, had told Reeves that there was a black man named Kevin Hall who came around the church regularly, begging for money. In fact, he had been by the sanctuary the day before the alleged incident. Reeves knew Hall. He was a heroin addict who frequented St. Joseph and was suspected of petty crimes, including filching urns from the local cemetery. Reeves brought him into the station and took a Polaroid. The girl was unable to pick him out of a photo line-up. What’s more, Hall had no history of violent behavior.

		The second photo, that of Jeremy Johnson, showed some resemblance as well. Again, the suspect had a mustache and in this case shortly cropped hair, but he had no freckles. Johnson, who was mentally impaired, had become a fixture in downtown St. Joseph, known primarily for his toilet fetish. He would ask to use the bathroom of a downtown business and often remain for twenty minutes to an hour. Despite such odd behavior, the police knew Johnson to be a gentle and harmless man. Again, Reeves took a Polaroid; and again the girl could not identify him in a photo line-up.

		Reeves handed me the third photo, that of Warren Sharpe. It was a match; the similarities were unmistakable. Like the composite, Sharpe had a thin mustache, a receding hairline, and, perhaps most notably, a face peppered with freckles. A security guard at a local grocery store had recorded Sharpe’s license plate and alerted Reeves when he noticed Sharpe in the checkout line and remembered the picture in the newspaper. Reeves drove to Sharpe’s home, and when Sharpe opened the door, he could barely contain his excitement. “I figured I had this case wrapped up,” he recalled. He showed Sharpe the sketch.

		“Who’s that?” Reeves asked, somewhat mischievously.

		“That’s me,” replied a perplexed Sharpe, who was also struck by the resemblance.

		Sharpe, it turned out, worked as a supervisor on the night shift at a local factory. Nearly twenty co-workers could testify to his whereabouts on the night of the incident; he had an ironclad alibi. Nonetheless, Reeves took a Polaroid; again, the girl could not pick it out of a line-up.

		By this time, Reeves had begun to doubt the girl’s allegations. Little parts of her story changed with each telling. Early on, she had said the black man poked his head in the office where she was playing on the computer; later, she said she went out to see who had come through the church’s side door. What’s more, she seemed generally undisturbed by the incident; she even recounted it, with some embellishments, during show-and-tell at school. Reeves also noted that the child seemed unsettled by the family’s recent move from Minnesota; she had repeatedly told her teachers that she wanted to move back. Did she think this a way to force her family’s return? “I don’t believe anything happened, not as she reported it,” Reeves said. “It’s very important to collect the facts no matter how they fall. And here she says it’s a black man who grabbed her. We’re getting back to the bogeyman thing. It could have been volatile.” But it wasn’t. The case quietly disappeared from public view. And though Reeves considered the case closed, he kept the sketches and the photographs tacked to his wall as reminders that even what seems like indisputable evidence may be suspect. In addition, he admired the free-hand artistry of the young patrolman who doubled as the department’s portraitist. The drawings served to decorate his spartan office.

		Reeves is a respected small-town cop, praised by both other officers and by citizens for his sense of humor and his gentlemanly attitude toward the people he serves. He relies on that waggery and charm in his work.

		Indeed, Reeves prides himself on his ability to deal courteously with all kinds of people, a conceit that sometimes borders on boast-fulness. He became friends with Warren Sharpe, and refers on numerous occasions to his close friendship with Joshua Ndege, a Zimbabwean immigrant, whom he had once arrested and who runs a computer-training business. He keeps his home phone number listed so that people can easily reach him to talk about their troubles. It was, in fact, his civility that his second wife, Denise, first noticed. Denise, a devout Christian Scientist, was the department’s secretary. Her shyness and modesty—she wore long, unrevealing skirts—made her an easy target for the antics of the predominantly male department. Once, someone strung together all her paper clips; another time, she came to work to find everything glued to her desk. Reeves, she said, treated her respectfully. Partly, though, that was because Reeves had been warned by his superiors to keep away from her; he would have been a bad influence, they felt. Reeves, recently divorced, was going through a confusing time. “Let’s just say it was fast cars and fast women,” he says. “I was burning the candles at both ends.” He was dating several women concurrently and drove a limited-edition Camaro. But it wasn’t really his style—and he wanted Denise to know that. “I had to show her that there was a side to me that many people around here didn’t see, kindhearted and sensitive,” he says.

		Reeves loves practical jokes. Knowing of Denise’s passion for junk food, he bought her a case of potato chips and had a local Pepsi distributor stop by to ask Denise where she wanted her cases dropped off. They went on their first date in February 1984 and were married a year later. The marriage has mellowed Reeves, who is now marked more by his earnestness than his highjinks.

		Reeves doesn’t have the swagger and bravado of his big-city brethren (he often leaves his gun behind in his desk drawer), though that’s not to say he’s without ambition. Ever since I met him, in the summer of 1992, I’ve known that he has wanted to become the town’s next chief of police; the current head was nearing retirement. There were others in the running, including the one other detective, with whom Reeves has had a somewhat icy relationship. “Jim is political for a police officer,” says one area law enforcement official. “I think he has big plans.”

		The “McGinnis case,” as it came to be known, was Reeves’s first involving a possible homicide. It’s not that he wasn’t trusted in the department or that he wasn’t senior enough; there’s only the one other detective. It’s just that such cases are rare in St. Joseph. In the preceding forty-three years, the city had experienced only three murders, all crimes of passion. There was one twenty-five-year period in which the city didn’t record a single homicide. Reeves’s cases for the most part have been, at least by big-city standards, picayune: check forgery, burglary, embezzlement, and the occasional assault. One afternoon in his office, I found him scrolling through his computer, looking at recent incidents. Among them was “Randy Yales and Peter Sabal attempted to skateboard down the Park St. hill and failed. Both were transported to 3320 Lakeshore Dr. to seek treatment of their minor injuries.” St. Joseph’s city council had recently banned skateboarding and Rollerblading downtown. Such are the concerns of Reeves and his colleagues. Police in surrounding towns say they would never work in St. Joseph. Too boring. There were some in law enforcement who felt Reeves was in over his head in the McGinnis case. When it came to conducting a major investigation, “I just don’t think Jim has a clue,” offered one colleague.

		On the morning of May 22, 1991, Reeves, dressed in khakis and a short-sleeved shirt, was gathering his clubs in preparation for a day of golf, when, shortly before eight, Chief Ted Fleisher called to inform him that a body had been found in the river. “My first thought was that maybe someone had fallen off a ship,” says Reeves, who recalled that the river was being dredged, as it often is in the spring. Moreover, in the days leading up to the Memorial Day weekend, pleasure boats make their first outing onto the lake, and freighters enter the harbor carrying gravel for local cement companies.

		As he drove along the river bank on a road aptly named Marina Drive, an ambulance passed in the opposite direction, carrying, it turned out, the corpse. So by the time he arrived at the scene, the three officers, their job done, were getting into their cars. The fact that the body had been removed before his arrival irritated Reeves, though the truth is that he also felt some relief. He hates dealing with drownings. “I don’t like dead bodies,” he says. “And I don’t look forward to talking with parents.”

		After debriefing the officers at the Coast Guard station, Reeves returned to his office, where he began phoning police departments in the area to ask about any reported missing persons. Jim Coburn, an officer with the Benton Township police, stuck his head in. “My nephew’s been missing since Friday,” he said. The boy’s father, Coburn explained, had dropped him off at a teen nightspot called the Club in St. Joseph the previous Friday night. He never came home. “His name is Eric McGinnis.” Coburn agreed to go to the morgue to identify the body.

		“It was when he told me that Eric had been to the Club that I got more anxious about the case,” recalls Reeves. “A lot of thoughts went through my mind. A black kid was last seen at the Club in St. Joseph. What happened? I’m thinking maybe he was shot or stabbed and dumped into the river.” He was also concerned that the public, particularly in Benton Harbor, would jump to conclusions. Fearing the potentially explosive nature of the case, he proceeded cautiously, making sure that everything was done properly. He checked that a full report had been filed and double-checked that someone had taken photos of the body both at the Coast Guard station and at the morgue. He also called Detective Soucek at the local hospital to inquire about the autopsy. Although it hadn’t been completed, Soucek told him that the staff had taken from the boy’s pants a set of house keys and a bundle of soiled bills, totaling $49. Reeves dutifully recorded it all.

		When Coburn returned, his eyes filled with tears, Reeves knew they had the identity of the boy. Coburn told him that the ring found on Eric’s left pinky had been given to him by his father. “Jim,” Coburn said, “I’m ninety percent sure. He’s all swelled up. I’m ninety percent sure.”

		Word quickly spread of the body’s discovery, and by midday everyone knew. That afternoon’s Herald-Palladium ran a photo on page three of the sheet-covered body under the headline GRIM TASK.

		Reeves wanted the case solved swiftly to prove to Benton Harbor that a white cop would take the death of a black teenager as seriously as he would one of his own. And he wanted to prove himself in his own department, as well. But this was not an incident that would pass quickly or quietly, and as the case unfolded, raising only more questions, the mystery seeped into the lifeblood of the two towns.

		“I was concerned primarily with the local newspaper and [radio station] WHFB because I’d received a telephone call from a black reporter at WHFB,” recalls Reeves. “He told me who he was and asked for some inside information. I said I didn’t have any. He said, ‘Is it true that Eric had a rope around his neck?’ Unfortunately, we have reporters who, if they can’t report the news, make it up. I knew the news about Eric’s recovery was out there and that people were beginning to speculate. I thought, ‘Oh, shit.’ ”

	
		4.
FAMILY

		Not long after my visit to Reeves, I was driving by a fenced-in former factory site in Benton Harbor, now an expanse of broken bricks, rubble, and weeds, and noticed a red-tailed hawk perched on a charred slab of wood. Hawks are majestic birds and at rest seem mightier and larger than they do in flight. This one looked out of place in the urban setting, but the barren lot contained a motherlode of mice, an essential part of the red-tail’s diet. Moreover, Benton Harbor, urban as it is, is bordered by Lake Michigan to the west and fruit fields to the east and north, enticing terrain for birds of prey as well as other wildlife. I’ve spotted rabbits and raccoons running along the town’s streets at dusk, and there is the occasional sighting of coyote, fox, and deer, which, because of home construction in surrounding rural towns, are being pushed out of their natural wooded habitat.

		I pulled over and got out of my car to admire the bird, which seemed unfazed by my arrival. As I stood there, a young black boy, maybe eleven or twelve, rode up on his bicycle, evidently curious about what had caught my attention. “Shhh,” I told him, putting my finger to my lips while gesturing toward the bird. He seemed unimpressed.

		“It’s a red-tail hawk,” I explained. “Do you know what he’s doing here?”

		“Looking for mices?” he answered uncertainly.

		I nodded. As we stood there, gazing at the statue-still predator, I asked the boy whether he had heard about the case of Eric McGinnis.

		“Who’s that?” he asked.

		“The boy they found in the river. Do you remember hearing about that?”

		“Oh, yeah.”

		“What do you think happened to him?”

		“He got thrown in the river,” he said with the utmost certainty. “He was dating a white girl.”

		The hawk spread its wings, apparently unsettled by the company, and took off, as did the boy on his bike. I was left with one more concise explanation for Eric McGinnis’s death. I had got in the habit of asking virtually everyone I met here if he or she knew Eric or had any idea what happened to him. Not because I was looking for new theories—I had plenty of those—but because I hoped that eventually I might stumble across someone who had a nugget of information, however small or seemingly insignificant, that would help me understand the reasons for his death. But by now, four years after the discovery of his body, I knew what to expect. The people of Benton Harbor, young and old, liberal and conservative, whether they had been personally acquainted with Eric or not, were convinced not only that he had been murdered, but that he had been murdered by a white person.

		——

		Eric was sixteen when he died, too young to leave a distinct legacy, too old to be completely innocent. The Herald-Palladium reported that he had belonged to the NAACP, had participated in Junior ROTC, and had sung in his church’s youth choir. In fact, Eric was a fairly typical teenager: insecure, self-involved, and at times self-destructive. But in adolescence—and in death—one becomes all things to all people. In this case, Eric became a symbol, a reference point. When his body bobbed to the surface, so did years of pent-up mistrust and anger—on both sides of the river. Only a few weeks before his death, the nation had viewed a dark, grainy videotape of Los Angeles police officers pummeling and kicking the motorist Rodney King. That people would later see this beating as something more—proof of police brutality—or something less—an isolated incident of police carrying out their official duty—was not lost on the people of Benton Harbor and St. Joseph. They came to view the death of Eric McGinnis as something more—the murder of an unarmed black child—or something less—the accidental drowning of one more careless teen in the waters bordering the towns.

		Almost everyone in Benton Harbor and St. Joseph recalls one photo of Eric, which appeared in the Herald-Palladium: the photo his mother placed on his casket at the funeral. In the portrait, Eric, handsome, lanky, and broad-shouldered, stares confidently into the camera with an ever-so-slight grin. His closely cropped hair, high cheekbones, and bushy eyebrows give him a distinguished look. Adding to the effect is his posture; he’s leaning forward on what appears to be a tabletop, his chin resting thoughtfully in his left palm. His complexion contrasts with the white turtleneck and the gold chain hanging around his neck. Eric looks surprisingly self-possessed for a sixteen-year-old, though his mother points out that he was posturing for the J. C. Penney photographer, who pleaded with him to sit still and remain focused on the camera.

		This framed picture now sits in Ruth McGinnis’s living room, and on different visits I’ve found it in different places: on the glass coffee table, on a bookshelf, and on the television set. It’s as if Ruth wants the effect of an active son in her house; Eric, almost everyone agrees, was a bundle of energy. He had trouble remaining in one place, which is why, his mother suggests, he so loved to dance—and why he may have got into trouble the night he disappeared.

		Ruth is a cautious, private woman, who, four years after her son’s death, still finds it hard and sometimes impossible to talk about him. There were days when I would arrive at the appointed time and Ruth would excuse herself, saying she didn’t want to talk then. And there were periods, sometimes months, when she didn’t return phone calls. It was too painful, she’d say. The memories too fresh. She felt Eric’s absence, and two months after his death she moved out of the two-bedroom home she and he had shared. “The memories were just tearing me apart,” she told me. “It kept bothering me, though, because once I moved, I kept thinking he doesn’t know where I am. And I swear, Alex, I’m not kidding you, in that one bedroom I was lying in my bed—a king-size, always have had one—and I woke up one night and he was right there. I could see him, and he had a smile on his face. I just freaked. I mean I woke up and he was just like, just as clear as day. And then when I batted my eyes, of course he was gone. I don’t know how some people manage. It eats you alive.”

		Ruth works as a supervisor at Modern Plastics, a family-owned maker of ignition and brake parts; she began there twenty-one years ago, one of only two black women employees at the time. She fought, unsuccessfully, to form a union, but because she was much liked both by her co-workers and management, despite her efforts to organize her colleagues she was promoted to quality-control supervisor, in charge of five employees, including her mother. She is presently the firm’s highest-ranking black employee.

		Ruth comes from a highly respected Benton Harbor family. I should qualify that: a highly respected black Benton Harbor family. Though not publicly acknowledged, it is understood that there is the black Benton Harbor—and there is the white Benton Harbor. That distinction has everything to do, obviously, with race—but also with time. For the first half of this century, Benton Harbor was predominantly white and the more prosperous of the two towns.

		Benton Harbor proper is 4.4 square miles and unfurls along the St. Joseph River like a flag in the wind, so the town is bordered by the waterway to the south and to the east. As the river curls south, so does the town. Benton Harbor took full advantage of its access to the river, and in 1858 dredged a shipping canal, which extends like a finger into the downtown. Fruit-growers and foundries could now easily load boats and ship their goods to Chicago and other cities along the Great Lakes.

		Fruit was for many years the area’s sustenance. The region’s raw, ragged hills and proximity to Lake Michigan makes it prime terrain for growing fruit. The hills allow the cold air to drain away from the trees, and the lake moderates the climate in the spring and fall, when there might otherwise be false warmings or early freezes. For many years, Benton Harbor boasted the world’s largest outdoor non-citrus fruit market; area farmers sold their cherries, apples, peaches, grapes, and apricots there. Fresh produce is still so large a commodity that the local newspaper carries weekly bushel prices.

		Benton Harbor also became home to a flurry of manufacturing activity, most of it centered on the automobile—foundries and parts plants, primarily. Heath Company made its do-it-yourself radio kits here, and Whirlpool, the nation’s premier maker of washing machines, began here and still maintains its international corporate headquarters just north of the town.

		The town prospered, too, as a vacation destination for Chicagoans looking to escape the hot, sticky urban summers. The Roosevelt, a steamer, made daily voyages from Chicago to Benton Harbor; most people came to visit the House of David, a quasi-religious cult, which had built an amusement park and an elaborate miniature railroad. They also came to watch the House of David’s semiprofessional baseball team, whose members sported waist-length beards and were nationally renowned for their extraordinary talent. The town also boasted a number of splendid downtown hotels, including the Vincent, where Al Capone and his henchmen would hole up, renting an entire floor. Residents still tell stories of Capone motoring down the town’s streets, his bodyguards riding shotgun, as he waved to passersby.

		The town also supported a number of Jewish summer camps and resorts; in fact, the Jewish population was substantial enough to sustain three synagogues and two kosher meat markets. The Jewish Agricultural Society had enticed a number of recent Jewish immigrants to buy land here and become farmers. The six-pointed star serves as a persistent historical signpost for Benton Harbor. It adorned the Jewish temples, of course, and it became the House of David’s icon, so an oversize electrical six-pointed star greeted visitors at the entrance to the cult’s amusement park. And now the Black Gangster Disciples, a street gang, marks its territory by spraypainting
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