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CHAPTER 1

 


Saturday, July 15, 1967

Plainfield, Maine

I like football best of all.

Not so much throwing it, but running with
it, running faster than anyone else and faking so guys can’t even
put their fingertips on me in two-hand touch. That’s the best of
all.

That, and daring the quarterback to throw
the ball so far that I can’t catch up to it, then proving he can’t.
It doesn’t get any better than that.

But our hick town is too small to have a
football team. We’re too small for everything.

I’m almost fourteen years old, going into
the ninth grade, and I have to go to the next town over,
Grainville, just to attend school or play sports. And even though
Grainville High takes kids from Plainfield, Beaumont, Eagle Creek,
Moose Junction, and Oxbow, it still isn’t big enough for a football
team.

Up here in Aroostook County in the northern
tip of Maine, it’s mostly just trees, farmland, and cows. More cows
than people, in fact.

Plainfield is so small there isn’t even a
single stoplight. There’s an Amoco gas station and Mabel’s General
Store on opposite sides of Main Street at the center of town, but
that’s pretty much it. I suppose I shouldn’t call it a hick town
because that means I’m a hick, but geez, what else do you call
it?

Heaven, I guess. At least that’s what I’ll
be thinking a few months from now when I’m living in what feels
like Hell, and football is the only thing that’s keeping me sane.
But for now, it’s just a teeny, tiny hick town.

To be fair, though, at least Grainville has
baseball, basketball, and track. Right now, our Babe Ruth team is
playing against the Fort Fairfield Devils, one of the best teams in
the league. I stride to the plate with the bases empty and one
out.

“Now batting for the Grainville Mustangs,
Rabbit Labelle,” the PA system announces through static-filled,
tinny speakers. “Rabbit Labelle.”

I look out to the fence beyond the gap
between left field and center where advertisements for Mabel’s
General Store and the Ashland Rotary Club are painted in white on
the green background. I’m not going to hit the ball over that
fence. I’m no Willie Mays or Carl Yastrzemski or Tony Conigliaro.
But if I hit the ball in that gap, I’ll get at least a double,
maybe a triple. And every once in a while, the ball hits a warped
board between the ad for Mabel’s and the one for the Rotary and it
caroms funny, right past the outfielder and by the time he’s chased
down the ball I’ve got an inside-the-park home run.

The pitcher for the Fort Fairfield Devils, a
tall left-hander with lots of pimples and a mop of black hair
sticking out from beneath his cap, has been tough on us the first
time through the lineup. I led off with a single and stole two
bases, but he struck out three guys straight to get out of it in
the first inning and has allowed only a walk since. He’s probably
six inches taller than I am—everyone seems to be taller than I am,
even most girls my age—but he’s got no chance against me. Not to
brag or anything, but I just know I’m going to get a hit and
score.

“Come on, Rabbit,” Coach Beaupre cheers,
clapping his big meaty hands together and then slapping his
enormous gut. “Get us going.”

I hear more cheers from our side of the
metal stands, including from my parents, but I tune them out. I
push the blue, plastic batting helmet down hard on my head, tap the
far side of home plate with my bat, and take my stance.

It’s just me and the lefty. Me and the
ball.

I rip the first pitch, a fastball on the
inside corner, on a line to left field, and race toward first base.
The left fielder picks it up on two hops and quickly fires it in to
second base as I take a wide turn. If he’d fumbled the ball or
tossed in a lazy floater, I might have taken second, but it’s a
good throw, so I retreat to first.

Nothing wrong with a single. I’ll get to
second quickly enough.

“Way to go, Rabbit!” I hear my father yell
above all the other cheers from the stands. He misses lots of my
games because he’s a really important executive in his company and
has to work late and on the weekends. But I can tell he’s really
enjoying this one.

I smell the freshly cut infield grass. I
slap my hands together, feeling the grit of dirt between my
fingers. I adjust my cap.

This part is the fun. I’m going to steal two
more bases on Lefty and there’s nothing he or his catcher can do
about it.

He can throw over to try to keep me close.
He and the catcher can try a pitch out. But none of it is going to
make any difference. I’m going to be on third base before Lefty can
say Carl Yastrzemski.

I take my lead, bouncing on my toes.

Lefty throws over and I dive back. The first
baseman, a tall, gangly kid, slaps the tag down hard on my hand.
It’s way too late, of course, but the hard tag didn’t seem intended
to try to get me out. On the next throw over, he ignores my entire
outstretched arm and hand, instead slapping me across the face with
his glove and the hard ball.

I wince, the left side of my face stinging,
and lay there for a second. I smell the leather and oil of his
glove and taste the grit of dirt on my lips. I ask for time from
the umpire and brush myself off. A cloud of dirt surrounds me.

I look at the first baseman, who is
grinning. None of it was an accident. A part of me wants to tell
him that with teeth as crooked as his, he shouldn’t be smiling or
even opening his mouth. But I decide on a better revenge.

I try to look intimidated and say, “Cut that
out,” so softly that the first-base umpire doesn’t hear a thing. I
hold my hand to the stinging side of my face, playing up how
wounded I must be.

Inside, though, I’m grinning, and that
inside grin grows even broader when The Jerk laughs and says, “Try
to stop me, squirt.” He pounds his mitt with his fist. “The great
Rabbit Labelle is just a baby.”

I take my lead, then add to it. I’ve got
Lefty’s timing down and I’ve got The Jerk thinking about how hard
he’s going to slap me this next time.

As Lefty starts his throw over, I take off.
Not back to first base but for second.

I’m flying, my legs barely touching the
ground, and I get ready to slide into second while the shortstop
waits for a throw that he knows isn’t even going to be close. I can
see it in his face.

As I slide, I see the shortstop’s eyes
widen. He dives toward right field, but the ball sails past
him.

I pop up and race for third base, looking at
Stevie Lafontaine, the kid in the third base coach’s box, for a
sign of whether to take off for home. He’s just holding his hands
high, telling me I don’t need to slide. But I knew that. I glance
over my shoulder and see the center fielder firing in toward home.
I round third in case the throw is wild, but the catcher fields it
cleanly and I retreat back to the base.

I decide not to dust my uniform off. I kind
of like the dirt. I kind of like everything. If baseball were
always like this, I’d like it almost as much as football.

Lefty takes the ball from his catcher,
looking rattled. I look over at The Jerk on first base. He’s
staring at me, so I grin at him and then do something that maybe I
shouldn’t.

I wink.

The first baseman flushes. I’ve embarrassed
him.

Good. Maybe next time he’ll show better
sportsmanship. I feel a little guilty, but not too much. I didn’t
start this.

Rattled, Lefty gives up hits to the next
five batters, including a home run by my best friend, Donnie
Boudreau, that makes it a 6-1 game. We never look back.

***

We get back home and Mom heads to the
kitchen while Dad grabs the newspaper and plops in the tan lounge
chair next to the sofa in the living room.

“Dad, let’s play catch,” I say, trying to
stop him before he puts his feet up on the hassock and gets
comfortable. “I’ll go get the football.”

To be honest, it’s more fun playing with
Donnie, but I’m not sure he’s home and my parents don’t like me
running up the phone bill calling my friends. Besides, it takes a
couple minutes to bike over to his house and I’ve only got an hour
before we have to leave.

But there’s another reason, too.

When I was little, my dad and I used to play
catch in the backyard all the time. He wasn’t as pudgy then and
could run around a little without getting all out of breath. We’d
both throw touchdown passes to each other. We’d toss the baseball
around, too, with him giving me grounders, pop flies, and line
drives that I’d have to dive for.

These days, though, he’s working so much
that we hardly play together at all. I suppose that’s normal for
someone like me who’s about to turn fourteen. After all, I’m not
eight anymore. It is more fun to play with my friends. A lot
more.

But it still was nice when my dad and I did
all that stuff together, and he wasn’t so serious all the time.
This week, he worked late every night, then missed my cross-country
race this morning.

I crossed the finish line more than a minute
before everyone else in my age category, but he wasn’t there to see
it.

So I figure maybe he wishes the two of us
could be playing together more often. Tossing the football around
in the backyard would at least let him make up for him missing my
race this morning.

But I’m wrong about that.

“Aren’t you forgetting your Summer League
basketball game?” he asks, looking up from his newspaper and
pushing his dark-rimmed glasses to the bridge of his nose. He looks
at his watch. “We’ll be leaving in an hour.”

“Yeah, plenty of time to play.”

He sighs heavily and shakes his head. “I
don’t have your energy, Rabbit.” He runs a hand through his black
hair. “I don’t think anybody does. I just can’t keep up with
you.”

I don’t understand adults sometimes. How
much energy does it take to throw a ball around? All he’s done for
the last three hours is sit in the stands at the baseball field and
clap his hands every now and then. How hard is that?

But I’m not going to beg.

If he doesn’t want to play catch, that’s
fine with me. I didn’t really want to play that much with him
anyway.

“There’s more to life than sports,” he says,
sounding defensive, as if he feels guilty at turning me down. “Life
isn’t just one big game. I swear, sometimes it seems like you’re
thirteen going on three.”

“I’ll be fourteen next month.”

“Okay, so you’re fourteen going on three,”
my father says. “Or fourteen going on four. All you think about is
sports. Sports, sports, sports.”

“It’s what I like,” I say with a shrug.

“Maybe it’s time to start liking some other
things, things more important than sports,” he says.

I’m tempted to say, “Like what?” but I don’t
fall for that trap, especially since my mother has appeared at the
living room entrance. She’s wearing a white apron over her light
blue dress. I suppose she’s kind of pretty in a mom kind of way,
never wearing makeup or flashy jewelry and always wearing
plain-looking clothes and tying her long, brown hair up in a bun.
But right now, I’m not liking the look on her face. It’s clear
whose side she’s on.

“I do well in school,” I say. “Just about
all A’s. And I read lots of books.”

“All of them about sports,” my mother says,
making it official. They’ve ganged up on me.

“Not all of them,” I say.

“Just about.”

I still want to say, “Who cares?” and point
out that lots of kids my age don’t read at all. Since when is it a
bad thing to read about sports? Doesn’t she take me to the library
every two weeks to get all those books?

I really don’t understand my parents.

But I understand them well enough to know
that my mom is about to tell me to go clean my room. I can see it
on her face. As if cleaning my room is supposed to stop me from
being fourteen going on four. As if it’s supposed to stop me from
being obsessed about sports. As if I’m going to fall in love with
having a neat desk and having everything picked up off the floor
and I’ll want to do that all day.

It doesn’t make any sense, but that’s how
parents are sometimes. I think the room cleaning is just to keep me
busy and out of my mom’s hair most of the time and my dad’s
today.

But I see that look on her face and before
she can say anything, I take off for the front door. Kind of like
taking off for second base on Lefty.

I say over my shoulder, “I’m going over to
Donnie’s,” and slam the door behind me. I add, not sure if they’ll
hear me, “I’ll be back in an hour,” but I don’t stick around to be
sure. I hop on my red Schwinn three-speed bike and pedal away as
fast as I can.

And with that I’m gone. It’s my best stolen
base of the day.


CHAPTER 2

 


Donnie Boudreau answers the door. He’s a
good seven or eight inches taller than me and has big broad
shoulders from doing all his farm chores. He can beat just about
anyone at arm wrestling and has already started to shave, which
makes the rest of us jealous.

Donnie and I have been going to school
together since kindergarten. His father’s farm extends all the way
to our house. In fact, our house sits on a corner of what used to
be the Boudreau’s property, so we live about as close to each other
as anyone can out here in farm country. Donnie’s been my best
friend for as long as I can remember.

“My mom’s making me clean my room before the
game,” Donnie says with a grimace. He’s on the basketball team,
too, and is a really good rebounder. Time after time, he’ll
outmuscle the other team for the ball, pass it to me, and I’ll
outrace everyone down court for a layup. An easy two points.

“My mom was going to do the same thing,” I
say. “I got out of the house just in time. What is it with mothers
and clean rooms? It’s like a disease.”

“I heard that, Rabbit Labelle,” says a voice
from over Donnie’s shoulder. Mrs. Boudreau is behind Donnie. I feel
my face turn hot.

“I didn’t mean—”

“Come in, Rabbit,” she says, and reaches out
to rumple my dirty blond hair like she always does. Mrs. Boudreau
is thin and wears her dark hair tied up in a bun like my mom and
most of the other mothers in Plainfield. She’s wearing a plain
yellow dress and a flowered apron. “Do you need a ride to the
game?”

“No,” I say. “I was hoping Donnie and I
could play catch. We have almost an hour, but Donnie says he’s got
to clean his room so…” I shrug and try to give her my best smile.
“I guess I should go back home.”

“Hold on there,” Mrs. Boudreau says with a
roll of her eyes. “I suppose it’ll be okay for you two to play if
Donnie promises to clean up his room tomorrow.”

“Yes!” Donnie shouts like a prisoner just
set free and lumbers up to his room to get his football.

We run around back behind his house, past
the barn with its weathered siding and faded red silo with the word
“BOUDREAU” near its peak. A rooster crows from inside the chicken
coop behind the barn. There’s a faint smell of manure, not as bad
as when it’s been spread in the fields, but it never quite leaves
the air until the winter.

I race ahead along the dirt road that
extends to the back of the Boudreau farm, holding one arm aloft.
I’m probably twenty yards away when Donnie hits me with a nice pass
that nestles softly into my fingertips. I throw a pass back to him
that he promptly drops.

“Butterfingers!” I yell, and we both
laugh.

We get to the part of the field where we can
play. It’s about half the length of a real football field and not
quite as wide. The Boudreau farm stretches in all directions, with
a fenced-in area where about twenty cows are grazing, and beyond
that some corn and lots of potatoes. Lots and lots of potatoes. A
scarecrow flitters in the breeze.

This is the best place for playing football
in the whole town, even when the manure is thick in the fields and
the air is ripe with the smell. Those times of the year, it’s thick
everywhere and you just have to get used to it.

That’s not a problem this afternoon, though,
and with the sun beating down from a cloudless sky, Donnie throws
me a pass. We’re about twenty-five yards apart and I easily catch
it.

But I didn’t come over here just to throw
the ball back and forth. I want to run, to feel the breeze in my
face. I want to dive for the ball and catch it with the very ends
of my fingertips.

I say that to Donnie, but he says,
“Shouldn’t we just toss it around instead? I don’t want to get
tired for the game tonight.”

“I never get tired,” I say. “Quit being such
a baby.”

“I’m not a baby.”

“I think you need to get your mom to change
your diaper.”

Donnie laughs. “I’m not a baby.”

“Prove it!”

And he does, throwing me a ball I have to
race for and dive until I’m stretched out as far as I can just to
reach it. The ball floats into my hands, and all we can do for a
few moments is whoop it up.

No, it doesn’t get any better than this.

***

We win the basketball game with Donnie
muscling down the rebounds, as usual, and me scoring on the fast
break. But on the drive home, my dad says words that send shivers
up and down my spine. He and my mom are sitting in the front seat
of my dad’s silver Plymouth Fury and I’m sitting in the back behind
my mother, so he glances sideways so he can see me out of the
corner of his eye while he drives.

“Rabbit, we need to talk about something,”
he says in a tone that tells me I’m not going to like what he has
to say. “Your mother and I have been wondering.”

He pauses and my mother jumps right in,
turning all the way around to look over the seat back, her soft
brown eyes filled with concern.

“We think you may be doing too much,” she
says. “You’ve always been a bundle of energy, but today you had
your cross-country race in the morning, your Babe Ruth game in the
afternoon, and your basketball game tonight. It’s too much, even
for you. You must be exhausted.”

“No!” I say. “I feel great! I’ve got
tons of energy left. Honest! If you don’t believe me, pull
the car around the back of the house when we get home and leave the
lights on. Dad and I will play catch.”

“The mosquitoes will eat you alive.”

“No they won’t,” I say. “They can’t catch
me.”

My mother grins and my father snorts with
laughter.

“They’ll catch me!” he says.

“You need to run around more,” I say.
“You’re always talking about how you need more exercise.”

This time it’s my mother snorting with
laughter.

“Don’t change the subject,” Dad says. “This
isn’t about me. It’s about you.”

The look on my mom’s face grows serious and
her hand grips the seat back so tightly it turns white. “We’ve got
to cut something out of your schedule. It’s just too much.”

“No!” I say. “It’s only because today was
Saturday. Summer League basketball is only twice a week.
Cross-country races aren’t even every week. It’s usually boring in
the summer. There’s never anything to do. Today was great! I wish
every day could be like this!”

Her shoulders slump, kind of like the point
guard from the other team tonight when I blasted past him for my
third straight layup.

“The only way it could have been any
better,” I say, “is if we had a football team.”

Shaking her head, she sinks back into her
seat and stares ahead. Finally, she glances over to my dad and
says, “Your turn. See if you have any better luck.”

And they both break into laughter.

I join in. Any kid likes to see his parents
happy, but my mother looks especially pretty when she’s laughing.
Not Marilyn Monroe or Raquel Welch pretty. She’s a mom, not a movie
star. But her eyes seem to twinkle and her teeth flash so white
when she laughs. It’s nice.

We almost make it back home with everyone
happy.

Unfortunately, my dad always has the radio
on in the car, turned down low so we can talk, and all of a sudden
a news report comes on. Something about some riots in a place
called Newark. I’ve never heard of the place, but it seems pretty
significant to my parents because all of a sudden they stop talking
and my dad hunches over the radio speakers so he doesn’t miss a
word, all while keeping his eyes on the road. From my seat in the
back, I can see my mom leaning forward, too.

“Turn it up!” I say because I can only
barely make out a few words.

My parents look at each other and my father
just shakes his head.

“Please?” I say. “I can’t hear it.”

Neither of them reaches for the radio. I
stare at the back of my mother’s head, and as if she senses it, she
turns and whispers to me.

“This isn’t for kids,” she says. “It’s adult
stuff.”

It feels like a slap across the face.
This isn’t for kids.

I hate it when they say that. What do they
think I am, ten years old? I’m practically fourteen! And if they
think I don’t know about adult stuff…they’re wrong.

But I can tell this is a battle I’m not
going to win so I strain my ears while looking out the side window,
pretending not to care.

I hear the radio announcer say something
more about Newark and people dying and then Plainfield.
Plainfield! That’s where we live! I can’t keep quiet. The
words just rush out of my mouth.

“What’s happening in Plainfield?” I say, and
Mom turns all the way around again.

“Not our Plainfield,” she says. “Plainfield,
Maine is just fine. It’s Plainfield, New Jersey, where there are
problems.”

“Everything is fine, Rabbit,” my father says
firmly and shuts off the radio. “The place where the problems
are…well, we wouldn’t live there.”

Mom opens her mouth to say something and
then gives Dad a sharp look.

“Like I said, this is something for adults,”
she says. “Mind your p’s and q’s and think about something
else.”

Then she looks at my Dad as if he’s done
something wrong, as if whatever is happening in Newark and that
other Plainfield is his fault.


CHAPTER 3

 


My mother says something funny on the drive
home from my next baseball game. Not ha-ha funny, but odd funny.
Strange funny. What-do-you-mean-by-that funny.

It’s Tuesday and Dad is working late again
so he isn’t there. By the time I come up to bat in the last inning,
I’ve already hit two doubles and a single, and stolen three bases.
I’m up with two outs and the tying run, Stevie Lafontaine, is on
second.

I just know I’m going to knock him in.

I’m hotter than Carl Yastrzemski, the player
on the Red Sox they call Yaz, the best hitter in the American
League. He might even get the Triple Crown this year, which happens
when you lead the league in batting average, home runs, and runs
batted in.

On the first pitch, I hit a screaming line
drive right at the third baseman. He sticks up his glove as he
ducks and I’m sure it’s going to fly right past his head and maybe
even get past the left fielder because it’s a screamer, a ball I’ve
pounded as hard as I can. If it gets past the left fielder, I might
even get an inside-the-park home run for the game-winner.

Instead, the ball smacks loudly right into
the middle of the third baseman’s glove, a miracle because he’s got
his eyes closed, his head tucked behind his arm, and he looks like
he’s about to pee his pants.

But the ball lands dead in the middle of his
glove.

He opens his eyes wide and looks around,
trying to figure out why the parents on his team are cheering. He
doesn’t realize he’s caught the ball, or rather that the glove has
somehow caught the ball with no help at all from him.

But then he sees it in his glove and a look
of absolute astonishment comes over his face. His jaw drops and his
eyes bug out. Then all of a sudden, he pulls his hand out of his
glove, shakes it, and yells, “Ow!”

It would be funny, like something you’d see
on a Saturday morning cartoon, except that I’ve just made the last
out of the game.

I stand halfway down the first baseline,
staring at the third basemen, not believing my eyes.

But it’s true. We’ve lost, and I made the
last out of the game.

After we shake hands with the other team, I
head to where my mom is standing next to the metal fence, and we
walk to the car.

I feel so bad. I’ve let the team down.

“You had a great game, Rabbit,” Mom says,
squeezing my shoulder. She has a kind face and right now it’s
filled with compassion, but I barely notice.

I mumble a half-hearted response.

“You hit a rocket there,” she says. “The
fielder just got lucky. It happens sometimes. You can’t get a hit
every time up there. Not even that Yastrzemski fellow on the Red
Sox can do that.”

If I didn’t feel so bad about making the
out, I might even laugh that Mom is talking about the Red Sox.
They’re the team everyone is calling the Cardiac Kids because
they’re so exciting with lots of come-from-behind wins. But a year
ago she barely knew the Red Sox existed.

Instead, I just nod and buckle myself into
the front seat. I can feel the dirt from the infield on my face,
but I don’t bother wiping it off. I can smell my own sweat, but I
don’t care about that either. I don’t care about anything.

I made the last out.

Mom talks a lot as we drive back to the
house, and I nod to keep her happy until she says the funny, but
not funny ha-ha, thing.

“Rabbit?” she said, glancing over at me
quickly with a nervous look in her eyes. “How much do you like it
here in Plainfield?”

My head, which was bowed while I chewed the
bottom of my lip and stared at the black floor mat, looks up.

“Why?” I ask.

“I’m just asking.”

“I like it. I’ve got good friends and
everyone is nice…well, except Old Man McDougall.”

Behind our house is a wooded area that goes
on for miles until you hit Old Man McDougall’s apple orchard. Lots
of times Donnie and I run through those woods, up and down the
hills as we kick up old fallen leaves, then we step on the large
rocks that cross a stream right before the orchard starts. We’ve
never taken any of Old Man McDougall’s apples, but we’ve heard all
the stories about how the old man sneaks up on kids who steal his
apples and shoots them in the butt with his BB gun, then calls the
cops. So Donnie and I just run out there and on a hot sunny day
catch some shade underneath the trees for a couple minutes before
we head back.

“You’ve had problems with Mr. McDougall?” my
mom asks.

“Not really,” I admit. “But he still seems
like a cranky old man.”

“He’s not that bad,” she says. “Just don’t
take his apples.”

“I don’t. I don’t even like apples.”

Mom nods, and a distracted look comes over
her face.

“What’s going on?” I ask.

“Nothing.”

“Then why are you asking if I like it here?”
A terrible thought hits me, and I feel a sudden, cold stab of fear.
“Are you and Dad getting divorced?”

Mom recoils in shock, blinking in surprise.
“No, of course not. Why do you say that?”

“You’re sure?”

“Of course.”

“Then why are you asking if I like it here?”
I look at her and though her cheeks are flushed, I don’t know if
that means she’s angry or upset or what. “Is it because one of you
is going to leave here and live somewhere else?”

She shakes her head vigorously. “No.
Absolutely not.” She draws in a deep breath. “But…well, I wasn’t
supposed to talk about this without your father being here.”

“Talk about what?”

“I’m not supposed to—”

“Talk about what?”

Mom looks at me with concern. Without
realizing it, I’ve almost been hollering. “I’ll tell you as soon as
your father gets home.”

***

“We need to talk to Rabbit,” she says to my
father as soon as he steps inside the front door, before he even
gets to set his briefcase against the wall, loosen his tie, or take
off his suit jacket. Instead of going up to my room, I’ve been
sitting downstairs in the living room, pretending to read my
library book, a biography about Joe DiMaggio, but all I’ve been
able to think about is what’s going on.

“Talk about what?” he asks cautiously,
cocking his head as he steps into the living room.

“About you-know-what,” she says and
gives him the eye.

I’m about to explode. I know, just know,
that they’re getting divorced like Richie Leblanc’s parents, even
though it doesn’t make sense. Mom and Dad seem pretty happy
together. They argue once in a while, but not often.

An angry look comes over my father’s face.
“You promised to wait—”

“I slipped just a little,” Mom says,
spreading her arms out, palms up. “I was just trying to gauge what
his reaction would be and…”

I can’t hold it in any longer. “Will you
just tell me what’s going on?”

Dad looks startled, but Mom nods and steps
beside him. “Your father has an opportunity at work. A
promotion.”

I wait for the full explanation.

Mom and Dad look at each other.

“If I take the promotion,” Dad says, “we’ll
need to move. Down to a big city outside of Boston. It’ll be a big
change for all of us.”

I look at him and then at Mom. “You two
aren’t getting divorced?”

Dad looks stunned. “Of course not. Marie,
what did you—”

“I tried to tell him,” she says.

“We’re not getting divorced,” Dad says
firmly and puts his arm around my mother to prove his point. “But
we’ll be moving—if I take the promotion, that is—we’ll be
moving to a big city called Lynn.”

My head spins.

Plainfield is the only place I’ve ever
lived. All my friends are here. Donnie Boudreau…Scooter
Seavey…Jimmy Chaisson…I go through all of the names. It’s a long
list.

I’ll have to say good-bye to all of
them.

“Your mother and I have discussed this a
lot,” Dad says, glancing sideways at her. “We’re not sure if I
should take the promotion. There are a lot of problems in the big
cities now. It’s not necessarily a good place to raise a boy.”

“Why not?” I ask, although I feel like
saying, Then don’t go!

“There are problems.”

“What kind of problems?”

“Well, among other things, in the big cities
there are…well…Negroes.”

“Andre!” Mom exclaims.

My father throws his hands up in the air.
“How do you think I should explain it? There are race riots
breaking out everywhere—”

He stops.

“What your father means,” she says, “is that
there are lots of problems right now between white people like us
and Negroes, or black people as they prefer to be called now.”

“We don’t have those problems up here,” Dad
says, “because everyone up here is white. Everyone gets along.”

I think of how some players on the baseball
and basketball teams farthest away from us call us Frogs because so
many of us here are French. And how Jimmy Chaisson got in a fight
with one of them and called the kid a dumb Mick, which is what he
said you should call the Irish.

But as my parents look closely at me, I say
nothing.

“We’ll be going from a tiny town of a few
hundred people where everyone knows everyone to a big city of about
a hundred thousand,” my father says. “And Boston isn’t far away and
it has millions.”

“This promotion is a big one for your
father,” Mom says, “But we’re going to do our homework about Lynn
before we make the move. We’re going to make sure it’s the right
choice for the family.”

“What kind of homework?” I ask, my head
still swimming but spitting out questions fast and furiously.

“Well,” my father says, and he cracks a weak
grin, “we’ll make sure your school has a football team.”

That sounds good, but it’s the only thing
that sounds good about moving, and I can think of lots and lots of
bad things. Especially leaving my friends. But as bad as I’m
thinking things might get, I never imagine how awful they’ll really
become, and how I’ll need football to hold my life together.


CHAPTER 4

 


I lay on my bed, the room in almost total
darkness, unable to get to sleep. A slight cooling breeze flows
through my open window. Outside, crickets chirp loudly in the
fields. The clock on the nightstand shows that it’s past midnight,
and I’m still tossing and turning. I turn toward the window. I turn
away. I face up toward the ceiling and count the tiles.

All I can do is think.

My Dad is going to take the promotion. He
and Mom can talk all they want about doing their homework about
Lynn and “weighing the pros and cons,” as they like to say, but
he’s taking it. I can see it in his face. He’s worked too hard for
it, all the nights he’s stayed late even if it meant missing my
games and all the work he’s brought home in his briefcase. The
promotion is his reward. He wants it so bad he can taste it.

But I can tell that Mom is scared and she
really doesn’t want to go. She’s never lived anywhere but here. She
grew up in this house. She went to the same school I go to. And
when her parents died way back before I was born, she took over the
house.

This is home.

She got really mad when Dad told me that
Lynn would have a football team, saying that he wasn’t playing
fair, that he was “stacking the deck.” He said he was just joking,
and maybe he was, but I think he wants this promotion so much that
he figured he’d get me on his side that way.

I can’t get out of my mind all the friends
I’ll never see again.

Ever.

I can’t imagine that. In baseball, I’ve
always scooped up a hard ground ball and thrown it to Donnie
Boudreau at first or flipped it to Stevie Lafontaine at second
where we’d turn the double-play. Dennis Martel has always been on
the mound, throwing his unhittable curve ball, making guys duck out
of the way as they’ve seen it coming at their heads, only to have
it break over the plate, earning a “Steee-rike!” from the
umpire.

When I’ve played basketball, there’s always
been Donnie grabbing all the rebounds for our team and passing the
outlet to me. Or in the half court, me lobbing it down to him after
he’s posted up a guy he can score on. When we’ve played each other
one-on-one, he’s been the one ready to block my shots, forcing me
to move farther away from the basket and either make the shot or
sucker him into coming out for me. Then I blast past him for a
layup.

I’ll never again play flag football or
two-hand touch with the guys in Donnie’s field out beyond the barn
and chicken coop, sometimes hearing the cows moo while we’re
whooping it up. Everyone else will still be playing, but not me.
They’ll be having a great time, just like always, and Mrs. Boudreau
will bring out cold lemonade after they’ve been playing for a while
and they’re all sweaty and have grass stains on their clothes.

I always had more grass stains than anyone
else because I’d try to dive for everything. But I won’t have any
grass stains at all. I’ll be living in the big city with everything
concrete and dirty brick and asphalt.

All the best things in my life…gone.

No more runs through those back woods all
the way to Old Man McDougall’s orchard. Donnie will have to run
there himself. Or with whoever his new best friend will be.

It makes me feel so sad. Donnie. Jimmy
Chaisson. Scooter Seavey. All of them. I thought we’d always be
together. Well, maybe not when we’re fifty years old. I mean, I’m
not an idiot. I know people grow up and sometimes friends go off to
different places. Jimmy says he can’t wait until he’s old enough to
go over and fight in the Vietnam War and kill some Japs like his
dad did in World War II. Donnie laughs at him and says there aren’t
Japs in Vietnam, but Jimmy says all gooks are the same and he can’t
wait to kill ‘em. He’s only afraid the war will be over before he
gets old enough to fight.

But Vietnam or college or a job somewhere
else have always seemed as far away as Pluto. I thought we’d all be
together until we got to Pluto.

Now that isn’t going to happen, and it’s
because of me.

Even Diane Durnall, who sits two rows in
front of me in school and is so pretty with her long black hair and
bright smile. I think she likes me, but I guess I’ll never find out
for sure. I won’t even get to say good-bye to her—not that I’d want
to do, of course—because I’m sure we’ll move before the school year
starts again in September.

As much as I love football, and as neat as
it’ll be to finally put on a uniform and play, I’d rather keep my
friends. It’s also a little scary heading off to a big city.
What’ll it be like? I’m not afraid of all the black people there
unless there are riots. I’ve always been able to get people to like
me. Why should the color of their skin make them any different?

***

“It isn’t just the color of their skin,” Dad
says the next day at breakfast when I ask about it. The smell of
bacon fills the air. We’re sitting at the dining room table, my
father at one end and my mother, still wearing her white apron, at
the other. We’re eating fried eggs, English muffins, and crispy
bacon. I cut into one of the egg yolks and let its juices spread
across my plate, then swish my English muffin in it and take a big
bite. I follow that with some crunchy, tasty bacon. This sure beats
Cheerios.

“They’re different,” my dad says.
“They just are. They’re not like us.” He hesitates. “They hate
us.”

“Maybe they have reason to,” Mom says.

Dad shoots her an angry look. He’s wearing a
suit like he always does for work. I guess that’s what executives
always wear. This one is his gray one with a white shirt and a blue
tie.

“Well, if it’s so dangerous,” Mom says,
“maybe we shouldn’t move.”

“I didn’t say it’s dangerous,” Dad says,
sounding annoyed. “I just said that they hate us.”

“But—”

“We’ll find a nice, white neighborhood and
it won’t be a problem,” he says. “End of story.” He cuts his hand
sideways through the air, which is his way of saying the discussion
is over.

But I can’t help asking the question. “So
there are white neighborhoods separate from black
neighborhoods?”

“Yes,” Dad says.

“Why?”

He hesitates. “There are a lot of
reasons.”

“Like what?”

“We should talk about this tonight,” he
says, glancing at my mother and looking flustered. “I need to get
to work.”

“C’mon, tell me,” I say. “I’ll walk out to
the car with you.”

He clanks his fork onto his plate, shakes
his head, and takes a deep breath. He leans forward on both elbows.
“It’s simply best if people stay with their own kind. White people
prefer to be around other white people. The same for blacks.”

“I don’t get it,” I say. “I don’t care who
I’m around.”

He purses his lips, glances at Mom, then
back at me. “You’re just not old enough to understand,” he says,
and he must see my dislike for those words because he quickly adds,
“Besides, most blacks are poor. They can’t afford to live in the
nice, white neighborhoods. The houses cost too much for them. So
even if they wanted to live with us—which they don’t—they can’t
because they don’t have enough money.”

“Why are most of them poor?” I ask. I’ve
long since stopped eating my breakfast. We usually talk about
sports, mostly the Red Sox. We’ve never talked about stuff like
this.

Dad looks to my mother for help.

“Eat your eggs, Rabbit,” she says.

“Why are most blacks poor?” I repeat, and
shovel some egg into my mouth.

“Well,” he says. The word hangs in the air
for what feels like a long time. “Okay.” His eyes dart from me to
my mother and back. “You can’t repeat this to your friends, and
after we move—”

“If we move,” Mom says quickly.

Anger flashes in my dad’s eyes, then is
gone. “If we move,” he says, and gives her a look that seems to
say, there, are you happy? He looks back to me. “You
certainly can’t repeat this down in Lynn near any black people.
That would cause problems.”

He pauses and I nod.

“Most people won’t say it out loud,” he
says, “but black people just aren’t as good as us. They’re not just
different; they’re inferior, intellectually and otherwise.”

That doesn’t seem fair. I look to Mom for
confirmation, but she looks away, her face flushed.

“And lots of them are lazy,” Dad says.

I think about the only blacks I know,
athletes I see on the black-and-white TV in our living room. George
“Boomer” Scott, Joe Foy, and Reggie Smith on the Red Sox. All the
black players on the Celtics, especially Bill Russell. Jim Nance
and Houston Antwine on the Patriots. They don’t seem lazy to
me.

And what about Jackie Robinson? I’ve read
books about him and what he had to do to break the color line in
baseball. He seemed anything but lazy or inferior. In fact,
I’ve sometimes dreamed of being another Pee Wee Reese, the white
player who befriended and stood up for Jackie Robinson. I think
that would be great, something really heroic to be proud about.

But I stay quiet and let Dad keep
talking.

“So they don’t get good jobs,” Dad says. “In
fact, lots of them are criminals. Like the ones who’ve been rioting
in Newark and Plainfield and in other places. Plainfield, New
Jersey, I mean. Not here, of course. Burning buildings, destroying
property, killing people.” He shakes his head. “They’re animals. So
it’s best that they keep to themselves. Let them burn their own
neighborhoods down.”

“Andre,” my mother says sharply. “I think
you’ve gone too far—”

Dad stands up. “I’ve really got to go,” he
says, and gives me a hug. He grabs his briefcase and, after a quick
peck on the cheek to my mother, he dashes out the door.

After the door slams shut, I say to my
mother, “That doesn’t seem fair.”

“It’s complicated, Rabbit,” she says. She
looks away. “I don’t necessarily agree with everything your
father said, but he’s a very smart man.”

“What if I’d been born black?”

“You couldn’t have,” she says, her cheeks
again turning rosy.

“I know that,” I say. “Geez, Mom, I’m not
ten. I know that because I’m your son, the son of you and Dad, I
have to be white. But what if I were the son of black parents? What
if I were black? I—”

“You couldn’t be black,” Mom says
firmly.

But she’s missing my point. “What if I
were black,” I say. “Does that mean I wouldn’t
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