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To my wife Brenda, who believed in me when it made no sense at all.

This one's for The Kid.




 

 

 

 

CHAPTER 1

 

 

Tuesday, April 2, 1968

 

WHAT THE TWO WHITE MEN on the front porch were saying made Jessie Stackhouse's head spin. He'd heard of other fifteen-year-old boys leaving home to play hockey in places like Canada, but he'd never even considered boarding schools for himself. That was for rich white kids, who'd go on to colleges like Harvard or Yale, and then become millionaires like their parents.

Pop ushered the headmaster and the coach into the house and hung their expensive-looking, full-length coats in the hall closet. Next to the Stackhouses' well-worn garments, the two new coats looked as out of place as if a Rockefeller had moved next door.

"Our school offers an extraordinary opportunity for young men like Jessie," Mr. Whitney, the headmaster of Springvale Academy, said. The younger of the two men by at least twenty years, he wore a dark suit and tie and held a thin leather briefcase. "It's a life-changing opportunity, as I think you'll see."

For a second, Jessie's mom looked as though a poisonous snake had just slithered inside her house; but then she smiled and said, "Come, have a seat in the dining room. I'll fix you something."

"Oh, that isn't necessary," Mr. Whitney said. "We don't want you to go to any trouble."

"It's no trouble at all," Momma said. "Coffee?"

"That would be great, Mrs. Stackhouse. Thank you," the headmaster said. "It'll keep me awake for the drive back to school."  He turned to the coach. "Frank?"

Coach Stone just shook his head and said nothing.

As Mrs. Stackhouse rushed off to the kitchen, Mr. Whitney lingered in the hallway, stopping to examine the array of framed photographs that lined the hallway. The center one showed Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. speaking before the masses at the Washington Monument. Flanking that photograph were action shots of Jackie Robinson, Bill Russell, Muhammad Ali, and Willie O'Ree, with a bronze nameplate beneath each photo.

"An impressive grouping," Mr. Whitney said. "Although I have to say, I don't know much about this O'Ree fellow."

"He's the first black man to play in the National Hockey League, and so far, he's the only one," said Jessie's father, Dr. Stackhouse, who Jessie called Pop.

"I want to be the second," Jessie blurted.

They all laughed except for Coach Stone, whose face remained hard and impassive. Broad-shouldered and muscular, but with a paunch that hung over his belt, the coach looked to be about fifty years old. He smelled of stale cigarette smoke and broken blood vessels crisscrossed the lower half of his bulbous nose; a surefire sign of a heavy drinker, Pop had once said.

"I'm surprised you have a picture of Cassius Clay up here," Coach Stone said.

"Muhammad Ali," Jessie's dad corrected, reminding the coach of the boxer's Black Muslim name.

"Yeah, him," Coach Stone said, a sour look on his face. "He'll fight for himself, to get rich, but he won't fight for his country in Vietnam."

"Frank," Mr. Whitney said, the look of warning on his face matching his tone.

"And Willie O'Ree?" Coach Stone said. "Instead of Gordie Howe, or even Bobby Orr? Why? Just because he's colored?"

"Frank!" The headmaster's tone came across as an order.

Stone's bushy eyebrows furrowed as his eyes narrowed and his nostrils flared. Gritting his teeth, he said nothing more on the subject.

Jessie held his breath. He didn't like Coach Stone, but figured that these two men arguing couldn't be good news for him.

"We are black, Mr. Stone, not colored," Pop said. "Black and very proud of it. Not Negro, nor any of those other words that begin with the letter N. We are black. We need no euphemism for that which is beautiful."

The headmaster jumped back into the conversation, saying, "Yes, of course."  He shot the coach an icy look, then turned to Jessie's dad with a conciliatory smile.  "No photographs of Jessie up here?"

"Not yet," Pop said. "Everywhere else in the house, but not up on that wall. Not yet." He smiled. "But he's next."

Everyone slid into their chairs; Jessie's dad sat at the head of the dining room table, the two men on his right, and Jessie on his left. They could hear the clatter of plates in the kitchen as Mrs. Stackhouse bustled about.

Mr. Whitney popped open his leather briefcase and pulled out three glossy color brochures. He slid them across to Dr. Stackhouse, Jessie, and put one before the empty place beside Jessie. The headline on the brochures read, "Springvale Academy, a tradition of excellence since 1876."

"Go ahead," he told them. "Take a look while we wait for your mother. The information about our sports teams starts on page twenty-three."

Jessie skipped right to that page, then flipped through from one page to the next, each showing eye-catching photographs with glowing descriptions of all kinds of teams, from football to golf to swimming.

"We were New England champions in seven sports last year," Mr. Whitney said. "Seven! We don't settle for second place."  He smiled.

"Impressive," Dr. Stackhouse said, flipping the pages in his copy of the brochure.

"Jessie, are you familiar with a hockey player at Princeton named Carl Tibbetts?" the headmaster asked.

Jessie shook his head.

"He's one of our graduates, Class of '66; we've been told he might have a career in the NHL after he graduates."

Jessie felt his heart being to pound. The NHL. Professional hockey. His dream.

Mrs. Stackhouse rushed in and set heaping plates of strawberry shortcake in front of the two visitors. After a trip back into the kitchen, she returned first with the coffee, and then with two more plates for Pop and Jessie, and a third one with a tiny portion for herself.

She sat down next to Jessie and said, "Dig in, gentlemen," surprising Jessie, who'd expected her to ask someone to say grace first.

But Jessie couldn't even think about Momma's strawberry shortcake, baked from scratch, with fresh strawberries, sharp and sweet, and topped with a curling mountain of whipped cream. Normally, his mouth would be watering, his fork ready to dig in, but all he could think about was what the headmaster had just said. The NHL for a Springvale Academy graduate out of Princeton.

Jessie had dreamed of playing in the NHL ever since he was a child and saw Willie O'Ree skate for the Boston Bruins. Jessie had watched a lot of Bruins games on the local station, TV38, even when he'd needed to fiddle with the rabbit ears to get a picture that wasn't all snow. But he thought he couldn't make that dream become reality without moving to Canada, something his parents would never allow.

But now... maybe it could happen for him.

"My goodness!"  The headmaster said after taking a bite of the dessert; he closed his eyes and shook his head. "Oh, my, Mrs. Stackhouse. Your baking is every bit as outstanding as your son's athletic prowess."  He winked at Jessie. "And that's saying something."

Momma bowed her head ever so slightly, smiled, and said, "Why, thank you."

His voice cracking, Jessie said, "The NHL? Really?"  He didn't know what else to say.

Mr. Whitney waved his fork. "Dr. and Mrs. Stackhouse, you have a remarkably talented son. But he needs to be challenged to get to the next level. He's already close to six feet tall and built like a linebacker, playing against boys half his size. He's not just bigger and stronger than they are. He's also faster and has better skills. He needs tougher competition than he's getting here. The game Coach Stone and I saw him play this weekend was a perfect example. He scored five goals, and it was like watching a man play against boys. Isn't that right, Frank?"

Coach Stone nodded; he hadn't touched his strawberry shortcake. "That's right,"  was all he said.

The headmaster waited, expecting the coach to go on. But when he didn't, Mr. Whitney said, "Frank might have had the opportunity to play professionally himself, if not for a knee injury. Like Jessie, he was bigger, faster, and stronger than the competition. He had to leave home at the very same age as Jessie so he could face other kids who were at his level. Otherwise, he wouldn't have grown as a player and wouldn't have reached near-professional skill levels."

Jessie drew in a breath. Professional!?

"At Springvale, Jessie will be challenged in practice every single day," the headmaster said. "We're the defending New England champions, four years running. It's the toughest league in the country, and three of our graduates played on the U.S. Olympic team that won the gold medal in 1960. And let's not forget Tibbetts, a star at Princeton."

In the back of Jessie's mind, he wondered why Coach Stone wasn't saying much. Shouldn't he be the one talking about all those championships, since he'd helped make it happen? Jessie was getting the impression that the coach didn't really want to be there, and that he didn't like Jessie anywhere near as much as the headmaster did. In fact, Jessie was guessing that this coach didn't like him at all.

"We can make Jessie the best player he possibly can be," Mr. Whitney said. "I'm not guaranteeing Jessie will make the NHL someday—none of us knows that. But we can make the most of that impressive ability of his."

Jessie's heart hammered and he looked to his father, whose face showed no emotion.

"This isn't just about hockey," the headmaster continued. "Of the one hundred nine students in last year's graduating class, thirty-four went on to Ivy League schools; that's almost a third of the class. There isn't a prep school in the country with a better record. Springvale could open the doors for Jessie that could help him get into Harvard, Yale, or Princeton."

Jessie felt his eyes widen. Harvard? Him? His stomach churned, just like it did before a big game. He knew he was smart; his teachers told him so, even if in some cases it came across grudgingly, as in, "You're smart... for a Negro." Yet coming from other teachers, the praise felt genuine, compliments based on their true admiration for his work.

But Harvard? He wasn't smart enough for Harvard. Was he?

"Springvale Academy can provide Jessie with an extraordinary opportunity," Mr. Whitney said, "both academically and athletically. It's the best of both worlds."

He leaned forward and went on. "We're offering Jessie a full scholarship. All expenses paid, right down to the last penny."

Mrs. Stackhouse gasped, and her husband sat back in his chair, surprised.

Jessie almost burst out of his seat, ready to shout, Yes! I'll take it! I'll take it!  He'd only felt this excited just before a game, when he was about to bolt through a locker room door and onto ice. But this time he wasn't on skates or in uniform, so he could only sit and wait for his father to respond. Jessie looked at Pop, wishing he could tell him, Take it, before they change their minds!

But a frown creased his father's forehead and he didn't look excited at all. Jessie's eyes widened; what was there to think about? They'd offered him a full scholarship! Pop couldn't be considering saying no, could he?

"Coach Stone," Pop said. "Your headmaster sounds very enthusiastic about Jessie coming to your school, but you've said hardly a word. Why is that?" He leaned forward. "I have a feeling that you're hoping we'll say no."

Coach Stone reddened ever so slightly, then glanced at Mr. Whitney, who glowered at him. "I, uh—" the coach said, shifting in his seat, a sour look on his face. "I support the headmaster," he said and smiled weakly. "I'd welcome the addition of Jessie to the team."

Dr. Stackhouse sat back, his eyes never leaving the coach's; then he said, "Oh, really?"

The room fell silent, the tension thick. Jessie was sure everyone could hear the hammering of his heart. Why didn't Pop just say they'd accept the offer? Who cared if the coach didn't really like him? Plenty of Jessie's coaches hadn't liked him—at least not until he'd scored goal after goal; after that, they liked him just fine.

Visions of playing in the NHL floated through Jessie's mind. He could imagine hearing the Boston Garden announcer say, "At right wing, Number 42, Jessie Stackhouse," and amidst the wild cheering of the packed house, Jessie envisioned himself skating for the very first time to the blue line in an NHL jersey—a Boston Bruins jersey, of course. He'd stand on the blue line next to Bobby Orr as the National Anthem played, his heart swelling with pride that he'd made it.

Then the referee would drop the puck; it would deflect to an opponent, but Jessie saw himself crushing the guy into the boards, a clean but hard check that rattled the boards almost as much as the guy, then pictured himself scooping up the loose puck. He'd be flying after that; no one could match his speed, and there was no better feeling on Earth. He'd skate around a defenseman and fire a shot—not just any shot—but a rocket-blast that would roar past the helpless goaltender and fly into the net with such force it'd almost rip through to the other side. Then the buzzer would sound and the crowd would roar. His teammates would congratulate him, and someone would fish the puck out of the net so he could treasure it as a souvenir of his first NHL goal, one of many to come.

His father's voice brought Jessie back down to Earth, to their dining room, where he was telling the visitors, "This isn't something we'd ever considered before," Pop said. "Jessie's only fifteen, and we never expected to lose him so young to school. When he goes off to college, of course; but not at fifteen. He's just so... young to be leaving home."

Alarms went off in Jessie's head as he digested the words. Could Pop actually turn down this amazing deal? Jessie felt a sick, sinking feeling in his stomach. He'd turn sixteen in November; then he'd get his learner's permit to drive, and he'd be almost an adult. But Pop was talking like he was still a little kid. Jessie couldn't believe what he was saying.

"This is a difficult decision for most families," Mr. Whitney said. "A boarding school isn't the right choice for everyone. But you could visit Jessie on weekends and he'd come home during the holidays, and even on long weekends if he didn't have a game."

Pop's eyes narrowed. "How do you know Jessie is academically qualified?"

Who cares? Jessie wanted to scream.

The headmaster licked his lips and went on. "I admit that this offer comes very late in the process, later than we'd usually consider an application, so we haven't had access to Jessie's records. We're making an exception in his case because of his talent; we're just guessing about his academic skills."

"But if you're an elite academic institution—" Dr. Stackhouse said.

Just say yes, Jessie thought, wishing he could say it.

"One of Jessie's former teammates, Tommy Simpson, told us that Jessie is academically gifted. We were interested in Tommy, too, until he decided to go to Canada."

Pop snorted. "In the future, you may want to do a little more homework. I've seen doorknobs smarter than Tommy Simpson."

"Regardless of academic record, we'd have Jessie repeat his freshman year to give him time to adjust to the academic workload."

Jessie frowned. Stay back? But why?

The headmaster gestured toward Coach Stone. "That'd also give Jessie four years of eligibility to play hockey. That's very attractive on the athletic side of things, but it's secondary to the academic concerns. We consider it almost mandatory for any student coming from a public school; they generally need the year to be ready for the rigors of a Springvale education. We'd also provide Jessie with tutors."

Anger flashed across Pop's face. "So you expect him to have problems? Why? Because he's black?"

The headmaster flushed. "No, not at all. It's just that most of our students come from private schools. Those who come from public schools, especially those in um—"  He waved his hand helplessly, trying to find the right words.

"This is not a ghetto, Mr. Whitney," Pop said, his voice testy. "Lynn may be a grimy, blue-color city with more than its share of problems, and while it may lack the resources of the lily-white suburbs and the private schools your other students come from, it is not a ghetto. Do not make assumptions about my son or his education based on his race. If he attends your school, I will insist that his instructors make no assumptions about him because of his color. Is that clear? Do you understand?"

Mr. Whitney turned so red, Jessie thought he might explode. "Mr. Stackhouse, I assure you that I didn't mean anything by it."

Okay, Pop, enough. You proved your point. Now just say, yes, Jessie pleaded silently.

But Pop wasn't done. "Lots of people 'don't mean anything.' But 'not meaning anything' doesn't change their assumptions. The fact is that Jessie is almost a straight-A student; I am a physician and his mother is a teacher. But you've already concluded that he'll need to stay back a year and require tutors because—" he pointed to Jessie's face, "—because of the color of his skin."

Mr. Whitney swallowed slowly. "I apologize if I made inappropriate assumptions about the public schools here, Dr. Stackhouse. But I assure you that repeating a year is quite common for most incoming students, and I meant no offense when I mentioned tutors. I only meant to show that tutors will be made available to support Jessie should he need them."

"Which leads me to my next question," Pop said. "Prep schools like yours have hardly led the way as far as integration goes. Exactly how many black students do you have enrolled at Springvale at this point?"

The headmaster glanced at Coach Stone, then took in a deep breath. "None," he said. "We have one black student entering in the fall. Jessie would be the second."

"None,"  Pop said, then let the silence go on a bit for emphasis. "And how many black students in the past ten years?"

The headmaster cleared his throat. "Sir, please hear me out. When I came to Springvale Academy last year, no black student had ever attended the school. My predecessor was not on the cutting edge in terms of race relations, and he maintained the previous practice of excluding black people. He also followed a long-standing Jewish quota, and I'm sorry to say that these policies were still in place when I took over. But I'm working hard to change all that."

Out of the corner of his eye, Jessie thought he saw Coach Stone grimace for a split second.

Mr. Whitney continued. "I personally tried to recruit two black students last year, but wasn't successful. That's why I was delighted to recruit our first black student several months ago, and I hope Jessie will join him and make it two. We'll continue recruiting and more will join them next year, and in all the years to come. While I can't excuse the school's past failings, I can change what happens from now on, and I'll personally guarantee your son's well-being when he's enrolled. If he encounters any problem—any problem whatsoever—my door will always be open to him, both at the office and at my residence on campus."

He turned to Jessie and said, "Even if you have a problem at three o'clock in the morning, please knock on my door and wake me up. Springvale Academy's greatness has been marred by this one wrong-headed policy, and I will remove it. I give you my word on it."

As silence fell over the room, Jessie's hands began to sweat and his mouth went dry.

"Gentlemen, I'm not afraid to put myself in harm's way for a righteous cause," Pop said. "I've marched to Selma with Dr. Martin Luther King; I've joined the sit-ins in Birmingham, and I've been knocked down by Bull Connor's water cannons."

Jessie'd heard these words many times before, but for him, they never got old. He'd always swelled with pride at hearing Pop speak about his bravery in the fight for civil rights. But this day, Jessie almost burst with happiness because he was certain what Pop was leading up to: Pop was going to say yes, that Jessie'd be going to Springvale Academy. And from there, a whole new world of opportunities beckoned—Harvard or Yale, and maybe even the NHL after that. Jessie might just become the second black hockey player to make the big-time after all.

Pop continued talking about his experiences. He pointed to a spot above his right ear and said, "If you look close enough here, you'll see the scar from a Mississippi policeman's billy club that took me down. Almost fractured my skull. I won't even tell you where he kicked me as I lay barely conscious on the ground."

"Oh, my."  The headmaster gasped.

"I'd put myself in harm's way again," Pop said, "because I'd be making a better world for Jessie and all the generations to come. I'd take the plunge and enroll myself in your school, despite all its bigotry and racist history." The headmaster recoiled at these words, but Pop kept going. "For myself, I'd welcome the challenge."

Euphoria flooded Jessie and he felt all warm inside. He couldn't hold back a huge smile.

Then Pop leaned forward and said, "But I will not sacrifice my only son. I will not throw him into your den of lions."

Jessie couldn't believe what he'd just heard. Pop had said no! Jessie'd been so sure that his pop's speech about going into harm's way would lead to telling their guests that they'd accept the offer and that Jessie, too, would become a groundbreaker in his own small way, like Jackie Robinson, Rosa Parks, and James Meredith.

Jessie shot to his feet "No!" he blurted out. "That isn't fair! You're just a—" Then the right word came to him, something he'd heard in Reverend Roy's sermon last Sunday. "—you're just a hypocrite!"

"Sit down, young man!"  Momma grabbed him by the elbow and her sharp nails dug into his skin. "Mind your manners before I hypocrite your behind."

Feeling numb all over, Jessie sank into his seat.

Pop simply stared at him for a long time. When he finally spoke, he directed his words at the two visitors, but his eyes never left Jessie's. "How long before we have to give you our final decision?" he asked.

The headmaster's eyes darted to the coach, then to Jessie, Momma, and Pop. "We're actually past our deadline. We're making an exception only because—"

"May we have the rest of this week to think it over?" Pop asked. "We'd give you our final answer on Monday."

"Yes, I suppose we could do that."

"Thank you,"  Pop said, finally turning to face the two guests. "We need to discuss this as a family, and perhaps I need a little more time to think this through myself."

"Certainly," the headmaster said. "If you have any questions, our phone numbers are on the back of the brochure."

A heavy silence descended on the room.

"I suppose we should be going," the headmaster said at last.

That's when Jessie noticed that Coach Stone hadn't taken any of the strawberry shortcake in front of him; in fact, he hadn't even touched the fork.




 

 

 

 

CHAPTER 2

 

 

JESSIE SAT ALONE on the sofa in the front room, flanked by Momma and Pop sitting in chairs on either side of the sofa. On the coffee table lay the most recent issues of Newsweek, Ebony, Sports Illustrated, and Down Beat, and the smell of Pop's coffee filled the room.

"I'm sorry I called you a hypocrite," Jessie said. "I didn't mean to be disrespectful. It just came out."

"It always 'just comes out' with you," Pop said, his jaw line hardening. "How many times are we going to have this conversation before you get the message? There are times you can be a spitfire, but there are times to watch your mouth. I don't ever want to hear you disrespect your Momma or me in public ever again."

Jessie looked down at the magazines. On the cover of Sports Illustrated, UCLA's Lew Alcindor was taking a hook shot. Then he said, "I'm sorry."

"Do I need to take your tickets to the James Brown concert on Friday and tear them up? Will that teach you a lesson?" his father asked him.

Jessie's eyes shot up to look at Pop. "No! You can't do that."

"I what?"  Pop looked at Jessie with his eyebrows raised.

"I mean, you wouldn't do that. Please, Pop. I'm taking Rose."  Jessie paused, thinking that this ought to be reason enough, but he noticed that Pop's expression had only softened a little. "Neither one of us has ever seen him before, except on Soul Train.  But never live, and Rose has been looking forward to this so much! Me, too." Then Jessie held his breath.

Pop glanced at Momma. "Maybe next time you're about to say something you shouldn't, you'll think about this James Brown concert. And how you almost missed it."

Jessie breathed a sigh of relief.

"But no TV for the next three days."

Jessie nodded and said, "Okay."  He'd figured that would be the best he could hope for.

Pop's eyes glinted. "But your Momma reserves the right to hypocrite your behind—" he said, "—whatever that might be."  He looked to Momma, and began to chuckle and shake his head. "How you ever come up with those sayings, I'll never know."

Then they all began to laugh, even Momma, who tried to shoo away their merriment at her expense.

Jessie's laughter quickly faded, though, and he felt hollow inside. He waited a few seconds, then said, "It still isn't fair, Pop. If you can march to Selma with Dr. King, I should be able to go away to a white school. Selma was dangerous; cops had guns and attack dogs. At Springvale Academy, nobody's going to have guns or attack dogs. And the headmaster promised me his protection."  He looked pleadingly at Pop and saw that he was getting nowhere, and the same went for Momma. "I can make a difference. Isn't that what you've told me to do, make a difference? Where would we be if Jackie Robinson's parents told him it was too dangerous for him to play major league baseball on an all-white team? Or if James Meredith's parents told him it was too dangerous to be the first of us to integrate the University of Mississippi? What if Rosa Parks did the easy thing, the safe thing? I can be the Jackie Robinson of that school."

Momma and Pop glanced at each other.

"I can do it," Jessie said. "Please let me try. I know I can do it. And I can defend myself."

Momma jumped in. "Against ten boys just as strong as you? Twenty? Young men much stronger than you have been strung up on a tree."

"That's not going to happen to me. This school is in New Hampshire, not Alabama or Mississippi."

"There's more than enough racism up there, too," Pop said, launching into another lecture, just as Jessie knew he would, once Alabama and Mississippi had slipped out of his big stupid mouth.

Inspiration struck Jessie, just as Pop was winding down on his lecture. He'd insisted on Jessie memorizing speeches and quotes from Dr. Martin Luther King, and one of them fit perfectly here.

Jessie looked Pop in the eye. "Dr. King says, 'He who has not found something to die for isn't fit to live.' "

Pop's jaw dropped. Seconds passed before he spoke. "Nice try, using my own hero's words against me. Forget it. I'm not letting you die for hockey."

"I'm not going to die." Jessie looked at his parents and felt it all slipping away. Dreams he hadn't even known he'd had, the ones the headmaster had so lovingly described, were now slipping through his fingers; dreams like New England champions, Olympic gold medals, the NHL. Pop didn't understand any of that. He liked sports but didn't love them the way Jessie did.

But suddenly, another wave of inspiration struck him. "It's not just about the hockey. Mr. Whitney said I might be able to go to Harvard."

Pop rolled his eyes. "White men like them can promise you the world, Jessie. They can talk all they want about Harvard and Yale, but the plain fact is that there's never even been a black student at Springvale Academy before—never. You can't get to Harvard if you don't survive Springvale. And tell me something: What did you think of that coach?"

"I don't think he liked me," Jessie said.

"You don't think so?"

"I'm sure he didn't," Jessie admitted.

"And was it just you he didn't like?"

Pop had him cornered now, and Jessie had to concede. "No, it wasn't just me. He didn't touch Momma's strawberry shortcake, and after we shook hands, I saw that he wiped his hand off on his pants."

Pop smiled. "Good—you're paying attention." He spread his hands wide and went on. "So, do you see now why we have to say no? It's a school that's almost certainly loaded with racists. It'll be just you and this other young man, against over four hundred white boys. And if your own coach feels the need to wipe his hands off after he touches you, it means he wants no part of you. I'm certain he was only here because the headmaster forced him."

Jessie felt empty inside; he'd used all his arguments and lost.

"It isn't safe for you at that school, dear," Momma said as tears welled up in her eyes. "You're all we've got. We can't risk losing you."




 

 

 

 

CHAPTER 3

 

 

Thursday, April 4, 1968

 

JESSIE, STILL FILLED WITH ANGER and frustration over the Springvale situation, could barely speak to his parents, especially Pop. He made all the decisions, no matter what Jessie had said; it just didn't seem fair to him and his resentment was obvious.

"Watch your attitude, young man," Jessie's mom had warned as he'd picked at his breakfast the next morning. He didn't feel like eating or doing anything else, either. She was just about to scold him again—he could tell—when Pop shook his head and exchanged looks with Momma using that special brand of silent communication they shared.

Jessie trudged off to school, came home, sullenly waded through his homework, and then rode silently in the car with his father on the way to a six o'clock Spring League hockey practice while his mother made dinner. But no matter what he did, Jessie couldn't get Springvale Academy out of his mind.

Even when he stepped on the ice, the one place where he'd almost always been able to leave his troubles behind, that resentment toward his parents festered. A hat trick of lost dreams flashed before his eyes: Harvard, the Olympics, and the NHL. Gone, gone, and gone. All because Pop wouldn't allow anyone else to be a hero in their family. It was fine for Pop to put himself in harm's way from the Ku Klux Klan; but Jessie couldn't even go to a campus filled with white runts half his size. Maybe he shouldn't have said the word aloud with the headmaster and coach right there, but as far as Jessie was concerned, he'd been right about Pop. He was a hypocrite with a capital H. And Momma was almost as bad, horrified at the thought of him going away, no matter where it turned out to be.

"You're still my baby," she'd said, words that made Jessie want to scream. He'd be sixteen years old later this year, and mature for his age. She and Pop told him that all the time, but when it counted, they didn't stand by it.

The whistle blasted. Jessie blinked, felt the rush of cold air over him, and heard the loud hum of the rink's refrigeration system. As his thoughts returned to practice, he heard the whistle blast again and looked around.

Stevie and Ritchie, his line-mates, had taken off on a drill, leaving him behind. Jessie felt his cheeks burn hot with embarrassment and he looked down at his skates. What had he been doing? As Stevie and Ritchie returned to the head of their lines, they stared at him. He almost never got distracted on the ice.

Coach Ralph, short and squat, skated over. "Is there a problem, Jessie?"

"No—I'm sorry. I was just...."  He shook his head in frustration, unable to explain himself.

"Let's get it right this time," Coach Ralph said, then blew the whistle.

Jessie cradled the puck on his stick and took off, skating ahead ten feet, then dropping the puck and cutting to the left wing while Stevie crisscrossed behind him to the center, where he picked up the drop pass. The three weaved in and out, and Jessie finished with extra mustard on his shot into the top right corner of the net past Mike, their goalie.

The next time through, Jessie flew, his skates barely touching the ice, and his shot almost ripped a hole in the back of the net. At least that's how it felt, the way it was supposed to be.

And that's how it was the next time through, and the time after that. Sweat poured off Jessie, a good, cleansing sweat, forgiving him after getting caught with his head in the clouds.

That wouldn't happen again.

As Jessie worked out his anger, he fired one shot after another past Mike: blocker side high, blocker side low, glove side high, glove side low, and five hole. Jessie was putting his frustrations behind him and Mike was paying the price. Jessie beat him with dekes, too. But when he deked to the forehand and then to the backhand, then tucked it back around on the forehand, Mike exploded.

"Gimme a break, will ya!" he shouted, skating out of his crease and behind the net. He slammed his stick against the glass in frustration.

A part of Jessie felt bad; he'd been making Mike look foolish without meaning to, something he'd never do during pre-game warm-ups.  That was when players deliberately shot into the goalie's pads or glove, or just a little bit off them, so the goalie could make every save, mentally preparing for the game and never once letting the puck get past him. You weren't trying to score before a game; you were warming up the goalie—that was the code. But there was no such code in practices, when every shooter tried to score every single time, building up that habit of taking advantage of every opportunity.

Usually during practices, Jessie would toss a bone every now and then to Mike to keep the goalie's confidence high. But for the past fifteen minutes, he'd clobbered Mike with the bone, the double-deke being the icing on the cake of goaltender humiliation.

To even things up, the next time Jessie skated down the ice, he ignored the opening Mike gave him in the upper right corner, but instead aimed at the post and clanged his shot off it.

"Hah!" Mike yelled.

But as Jessie skated along the boards, he noticed the parents, Pop included, all scrambling out of the stands and rushing out to the lobby. What was that all about?

Jessie got in line and tried to make sense of it; he hadn't seen anything like that since his first tryout with the team three years ago. He could tell that lots of the parents didn't like him, or more accurately, didn't like the color of his skin; he guessed that he made them uncomfortable. But they'd forgotten all about that once he started scoring some goals in every game, and some of them had even begun talking to his parents.

So what was this commotion all about? Jessie waited, paying close attention to the new drill that Coach was describing; he wasn't about to screw up twice in the same practice—messing up even once was bad enough.

Minutes later, the Zamboni operator blasted the siren that signaled the end of practice. Coach blew his whistle and everyone headed off the ice and into the hallway leading to the locker rooms.

"Jessie!" his father called out as he stood alone, looking haunted. He motioned Jessie to his side as the other parents stared at them, obviously alarmed. "Dress as fast as you can," Pop said. "Don't talk to anyone and get back out here—and be quick about it."

Alarm tingled from Jessie's fingertips to the hair on the back of his neck. "What's the matter, Pop?"

"Just do what I say."

Concerned, Jessie grabbed his dad by the elbow. "Is it Momma?"

"Just do—" Then Pop bowed his head. His shoulders began to shake and he said the terrible words. "It's Dr. King. He's been shot."

Jessie shuddered, but he had to ask, "Is he—"

"I don't know, son. Just hurry. I don't want these people to see me if Dr. King—if he—"  Then Pop choked back a sob, turned, and rushed outside.

His head spinning, Jessie raced into the locker room, threw his equipment into his bag and quickly pulled on his street clothes.

"What's wrong?" Mike asked.

Jessie shook his head, unable to speak, and charged out of the room.

***

Pop stared ahead, rocking back and forth, as Jessie tossed his bag and sticks in the back of the car. The radio, tuned to news station WBZ, blared, covering most of the rumble from the car's bad exhaust system.

"It's over," Pop said, at first so softly that Jessie couldn't understand him. Then he repeated it a bit louder. "It's over. Dr. King is dead. A man of such peace. Such peace! And they shot him like a dog."  He rested his head on the steering wheel and repeated, "Like a dog."

Pop turned to Jessie and opened his arms, taking him in a fierce embrace. Pop shuddered as they hugged tighter and tighter, and he kept asking, "Why... why... why?"

When they sank back in their seats, Jessie felt numb all over and a sharp pain stabbed deep in his gut.

"He was the best of us all," Pop said. "You should've seen him, should've heard him preach. I'd have walked to the North Pole and back for him." He shook his head, then absently turned on the defroster to clear the fogged up windshield and banged the dashboard when it didn't work. Wiping the windshield with his bare hand, he whispered, "I can't believe he's gone."

A sudden sense of loss struck Jessie. He felt like he'd been sucker-punched in the gut, but was barely able to understand why. After all, he hadn't marched with Dr. King like Pop had, and he hadn't really thought much about the Civil Rights Movement. He was just a kid, and that was adult stuff.

But Jessie, too, had his dream—to play in the NHL just like Willie O'Ree. Sitting there in the car, in the aftermath of the shattering news, it occurred to Jessie for the first time that his dreams, just like those of his friends and all the grownups like Pop and Momma, were all tied up in Dr. King. And now, a man with a gun had just taken all that away.

" 'I have a dream…' " Jessie said.

Pop looked over, bewildered. He still hadn't shifted the car into gear when he said, "What?"

" 'I have a dream,' " Jessie continued, reciting the memorized words of Dr. King, " 'that one day this nation will rise up and live out the true meaning of its creed: 'We hold these truths to be self-evident: that all men are created equal.' "

Pop turned off the radio, his eyes filled with tears. His voice shook as he spoke the next words of Dr. King's speech, a dream of fellowship between the sons of former slaves and slave owners. Jessie's father had come up with this back-and-forth recitation on long car trips shortly after Dr. King made the speech in 1963. Pop had witnessed it live among the throngs in Washington, D.C., and contended it was the greatest he'd ever heard and worth memorizing—at least in part. So that's what they'd done, even down to Dr. King's rising and falling cadences.

They recited some of those familiar words, ones full of such beauty and power, but they described ideals that seemed so unreachable. Would they ever live to see the day when they weren't judged by their color, but instead by their character? It seemed so hard to believe in, especially knowing that this man of  principle and peace had been shot because of his color.

The words felt empty and hollow as Jessie spoke them and as Pop responded. There was no dream anymore. The dream was dead.

Jessie's voice broke as he recited the final words, " 'Free at last! Free at last! Thank God Almighty, we are free at last!' " and then collapsed into his father's arms. Overwhelmed with despair, they both wept.




 

 

 

 

CHAPTER 4

 

 

JESSIE AND HIS PARENTS sat huddled on the front room sofa, eyes locked on their black-and-white TV. There were no tears left to be cried, no deeper level of grief to endure. Dr. King was gone, apparently shot by a lone gunman.

"He knew they were going to kill him," Pop said. "It was just a matter of time."  He shook his head in bitter disbelief. "Just last night... it must have been his last speech... I saw it on the news. He spoke of getting to the mountaintop and seeing the Promised Land like Moses in the Bible. He said, 'I might not get there... but I'm not worried. Mine eyes have seen the glory of the coming of the Lord.' "

Pop drew in a deep, ragged breath. "He was such a great man. I can't believe he's gone."  He put his arm around his wife, who sat next to him, then reached out and squeezed Jessie's shoulder. "The cities are going to burn. The Black Panthers will say that nonviolence doesn't work."  He shook his head. "Maybe they're right."

"Jordan!" Momma exclaimed. "Surely you don't mean that."

Pop looked at Momma, a faraway, lost look in his eyes. "I don't know what I mean. I don't know what to think anymore."

The images on the TV screen showed riots breaking out in almost every big city across the United States, including Boston, just a half hour's drive away. Buildings burned, and sometimes entire city blocks went up in flames. Sirens wailed everywhere, as helmeted white policemen chased after black men and beat them with their night sticks. Burglar alarms rang out as other black men poured into stores, emerging with their arms loaded with clothing, TVs, and radios.

"This is everything Dr. King opposed," Pop said.

"My dear sweet Jesus," Momma said. "Look at what's happening."

President Johnson called for calm, as did Boston Mayor Kevin White. But the news cameras showed that nobody was listening. Rage seethed in the black inner cities, and nothing anyone was saying seemed to matter.

"You don't think they'll burn down your clinic, do you?" Jessie's mom asked. His father had two medical offices where he saw patients; one was here in Lynn, and the other, a clinic, was located in the center of Roxbury, Boston's impoverished black neighborhood. Jessie had gotten the impression long ago that Pop lost a lot of money on his Roxbury practice, treating most people for free, but knew it as his father's way of helping the community. "Surely they'll leave it alone, won't they?"

Pop stared at the TV screen's images. "That isn't what I see."  He said nothing for a while. "All that bottled-up rage is exploding. They're burning their own neighborhoods and they don't even care. I can't see that my clinic will be any different."

Jessie could almost feel the heat of the fires and smell the smoke. As they watched the news, a funeral-like gloom fell over the room.

"You don't think rioting will spread here to us, do you?" Momma asked, a nervous quiver in her voice. Lynn, a city of almost one hundred thousand people, was roughly two-thirds white. The Stackhouses lived in one of the better, predominantly white neighborhoods, although all the houses on their street were modest.

"We'll be fine," Pop said, but he didn't sound convinced.

Momma whirled suddenly to face Jessie. "You're not going to that James Brown concert tomorrow night!"

"But—"

"Don't you 'but' me, young man," she said. "You're not going anywhere near the city! Can't you see what's happening? The Lord gave you eyes. Use them!"

Jessie pointed to the TV set and said, "That's in Roxbury. The Garden is miles away from all that."

"What's wrong with you, child? You think it'll be safe to see James Brown anywhere in the city right now? Who do you think will be going to that concert? Happy white people?"

"But Rose and I—"

"Even more reason. If you think you're taking that sweet little thing into the city, you haven't got a penny's worth of common sense in your head."  She shook her head in exasperation. "You are not going into the city, and after dark, you're not stepping foot outside this house."

"That isn't fair."  Jessie looked to Pop for help.

"Don't look at me. Your Momma's right. It isn't safe."

Jessie felt his face burn hot. He couldn't go away to Springvale Academy because it was too dangerous. He couldn't take Rose to see James Brown because it was too dangerous. This place was getting like a jail.

He got up to leave and was halfway out of the front room when he heard the local newscaster mention James Brown. Jessie stopped. The Boston Garden box office was offering refunds to ticket holders concerned about their safety, and rumors circulated that the city was even considering canceling the event.

Jessie didn't look at Momma; he wouldn't give her the satisfaction of an I-told-you-so raised eyebrow. Instead he just walked away, and although he didn't slam his bedroom door—that would have gotten him in trouble—he closed it very hard.




 

 

 

 

CHAPTER 5

 

 

DESPITE EVERYTHING, Jessie and Rose got to see the concert after all, although not in person. With the mayor's office and city council terrified of fifteen thousand black youths descending on the Garden, they arranged for WGBH to televise the concert live.

"Your Pop will be working late and I'll stay out of your way," Momma said. "I'll give the two of you your privacy, and after it's over, I'll drive Rose home."  She cocked her head. "As long as you promise to behave yourself."

And so, with Momma in another part of the house, Jessie and Rose sank into the front room sofa, a bowl of buttered popcorn on the coffee table. A Please Stand By sign filled the TV screen, as if this were some test of the Emergency Broadcast System. Behind the black-and-white TV with its antenna perched on top, a large picture window, its curtains drawn, faced the front lawn and the street.

Some hot date this is turning out to be, Jessie thought. Instead of awaiting James Brown's appearance on stage surrounded by thousands of other screaming and chanting fans, they were sitting on a sofa, eating popcorn, and watching a Please Stand By sign.

Jessie felt so disappointed, he'd almost mentioned Springvale Academy and the full scholarship offer, not wanting to hide it and figuring the night couldn't get any more ruined than it already was. But then he thought better of it. He'd tell her, just not now.

An announcer came on and in a pompous voice asked listeners to please be patient while technicians worked on the audio feed, saying that the James Brown concert would be broadcast as soon as possible.

Jessie got up, turned down the TV's volume, and put on James Brown's Live at the Apollo album, figuring they'd listen to him one way or another. The music crackled to life, the vinyl's grooves already well worn, and "Soul Brother Number One" began to sing.

"I guess this is better than nothing," Jessie said. "But it ain't gonna be the same."

Rose snuggled close to him. Jessie put his arm around her shoulder and said, "Let's make it the same."  She rested her head against him, smelling sweet and clean, her hair the scent of strawberries. He could see the tiny diamond in the necklace he'd given her for her birthday sparkling in the TV's meager light. Looking into Rose's soft brown eyes, he felt all his anger and frustration melt away.

She took his hand and told him, "I love you, Jessie."

"Me, too," he said.

Rose tilted her head, a sly grin on her face. "You love yourself? Is that what you mean? Or do you love me?"

He grinned, feeling so much better now. She could do that to him. "I love you."

"You sure now?" Rose teased. "I don't want to be making out with you if you ain't sure whether it's me you love or not."

"I love you, and I'm sure," Jessie
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