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    Introduction to the 2012 Edition

    It has been fourteen years since The Shooting of Rabbit Wells was published in 1998, which, in turn, was twenty-five years after the tragic event in 1973 that took the life of a high school classmate of mine, and threw my quiet, prosperous hometown in suburban New Jersey into a tumult that called for riot police. Rereading these pages, I am struck anew by my groping search for objective and subjective truths that comprise this account of a shortened life and of a time that seems both long ago and contemporary.

    My goal in this book was to understand Rabbit Wells as intimately as I could, to try to walk with him, despite the years that had elapsed since his death and all the differences between us. I am, among other things, a white man who has enjoyed the advantages of a relatively stable, upper-middle-class upbringing; he was, among other things, a young man of color born into a fractured family in urban poverty, ward of the state who landed in my almost exclusively white hometown. In my extensive research, I found much about Rabbit that might be called objective truth—official documents, photographs, poems, the empirically verifiable record. Here you will also find the memories of Rabbit’s friends and acquaintances alongside my own recollections. As in many lives, especially less-advantaged (and so less-documented) ones, there are times where the record of fact and even the memories of friends are sketchy and diffuse. In my effort to understand, I decided to acknowledge those times and to ask, Given what I know, what might they have been like for Rabbit? This question took the book into territory where nonfiction and informed imagination coexist.

    In the past decade, much has been written about “the problem of memoir.” Memory and its adjunct imagination are various, and often unreliably related to objective fact. That is true enough. The “problem of memoir,” however, is not the problem of memory or imagination, but the problem of writers who present them as fact. In telling the story of Rabbit Wells, I tried to guide readers through different kinds of evidence and levels of certainty, and to inform them of what is fact, what is memory, and what is imagination. This, I suppose, is at the center of The Shooting of Rabbit Wells: a writer’s conviction that fact, memory, and imagination are powerful allies which, if presented honestly, can lead toward some understanding of others, however different they may be.

    As it happens, I am writing this two days after my fortieth high school reunion was held at a picnic site a few miles from where Rabbit lived much of his life and died. It is tempting—and in large part true—to say that all these years later, our hometown has “moved on” from the tragedy of Rabbit’s death, its trajectory unchanged. There has been no more rioting in the streets. The town is even more prosperous, more upper class, and still about as diverse, by a number of measures, as it was in my time there. Few of the students currently attending the high school have even heard of Rabbit Wells. And yet, for the handful of classmates who have remained in town, and for the many others who have moved elsewhere, Rabbit and his death are unforgotten. He has become a kind of touchstone for us, a reminder of our youth, which we shared with him, and the loss of it, which he alone experienced so suddenly and absolutely. At my reunion of fifty-eight-year-olds with graying hair, expanding waistlines, and creaking knees, nearly everyone with whom I spoke wanted to talk about him. One offered information about Rabbit’s travels in California during his last months. Another just wanted to remember—in quite some detail!—how it felt when he put his arms around her. Still others recalled exactly where they were and what they were doing when they heard what happened to him. Almost everyone volunteered some anecdote, some thought, some feeling, some addition to or revision of the story that follows here.

    It is true that passed lives usually fade with time. We do go on without them—though not entirely nor unchanged. It is good to be reminded that lost lives abide in memory, and now and then can flicker up and still delight and disturb us.

    —W.L.

    Hyattsville, Maryland

    2012
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    Olcott Square

    I have always liked coming into the area that I call home, which includes the small, clustered communities of Basking Ridge, Bernardsville, Liberty Corner, and Millington, New Jersey. It is the hills that most affect me. They are not dramatic, not aspiring. They are rounded like old men’s shoulders, formed some two hundred million years ago and worn down ever since by wind, water, and even a glacier — all of it sculpting a gentle place of brooks, ravines, and ridges. In recorded history, the Leni-Lenape Indians, part of the Algonquin nation, first inhabited the forested hills. Then the early colonists, Scotch Presbyterians, began farming and dotting them with log and stone houses and churches, some of which still stand. Roads followed the graceful contours of the land, often along old Indian paths. In the 1840s, the great stone grist mills were built along the brooks and the Passaic River. By 1872, a single train track wound through the ravines, bringing the very rich, by 1900, to mansions and estates in the higher elevations. Then, after mid-century, came the growing migration of upper- and middle-class people leaving the crowded, troubled eastern cities for a safe, spacious suburban life in neat homes on one- and two-acre lots that spread out from the towns.

    It is a pleasant, ordered, accommodating landscape with by and large decent and well-meaning people who find room in these hills to be themselves and to get along with one another. When I visit there, often harried and ill at ease in the world, I am for a time becalmed. Those hills in their old, familiar spaces. Soft and congenial, they seem to remind me that this is a place where, if I changed my life, I might still belong. The air is cleaner and drier than where I now live. Roads are less congested, lawns immaculate. At dusk the deer still emerge from the woods, and by 10 P.M., when I go out walking, the hills are dark and quiet.

    In the smoothed lap of one of these hills, just a mile from Basking Ridge where my parents still live, is the center of Bernardsville, called Olcott Square. The square is actually a triangle, defined by the skewed crossing of three roads that didn’t quite meet at one point. In the middle of the square stands a tall flagpole on a small green, around which cars slow and disperse, now with the aid of a traffic light. The sidewalks are clean and uncrowded. Shoppers walk briskly, yet pause to exchange greetings. Bordering the square stand neat brick storefronts, most with striped awnings shading their windows: Mansfield’s Pharmacy, Autumn House Furniture, Diehl’s Jewelers, and Sussman’s Clothes, where my mother — incredibly, in her seventies now — still buys buttons and thread.

    So this is hardly the sort of place where you’d expect to find violent death and disorder. But at 12:30 A.M. on January 13, 1973, a young man with whom I went to school was shot and killed by a Bernardsville patrolman, his blood pooling on the sidewalk across the square from Sussman’s. In a lurid flash that lit up the storefronts, a human life was lost, other lives were thrown into anguish, and a community nestled among gentle hills found itself swept up in the great troubles of our time. In the aftermath, angry crowds filled the square. Riot police with loaded shotguns stood outside the storefronts. Issues of race, class, and the rippling effects of the Vietnam War broke openly upon us. The violence of “elsewhere” had happened here, in the very heart of town. Life as we knew it — or as we thought we knew it — would never be quite the same.

    There is no outward sign of any of this now, unless of course you were to travel south for a mile to Somerset Hills Memorial Park, and find section 10, lot 264, grave 2: a small bronze marker, flat on the ground, about the size of a doormat, mostly covered by weeds. And if we care to look, there are other reminders in places closer to the heart. There are people today who, as they walk in Olcott Square, carry photographs of the dead young man in the worn plastic leaves of their wallets. Others keep the things he wrote, the things he made, or the gifts he gave to them in drawers and cubbyholes. And still others, many others, carry his memory, a persistent, painful, fragile thing that still brings laughter, consternation, and tears of love and rage.

    His name was William Samuel Wells, though we all knew him as “Rabbit,” the name in fact on his grave. He was different from most of us: a multiracial kid from the streets of Trenton, walking the halls of a suburban high school of middle-class white kids. He was tall and strong, with freckles splashed across his cheekbones, slightly hooded brown eyes, long lashes, a gap-toothed smile, and by our junior year, he had grown that afro, like some strange, dark halo.

    He was handsome, a year older, cooler than most everyone else in our class. I remember him as a senior, in 1970-71, in a fringed leather jacket, boots, and jeans. He listened to Hendrix and Sly and the Family Stone. He read Eldridge Cleaver and Martin Buber, and wrote poetry on cafeteria napkins. He had a certain bravado, something a little exaggerated in the way he’d stroll into a classroom, slightly late, maybe with a pencil behind his ear, poking out through his bushy hair. Because he could never hide, he must have felt he was always on stage. He was the kind of guy that, if he were anywhere around, you always knew he was there.

    All these years later I’ve come back to Rabbit because he keeps coming back to me. I didn’t know him well. We were never close friends. Yet while so many other memories have faded, his recurs vividly and with a pang to which I am still unaccustomed. His name appears in my notebooks and diaries. I’ve talked about him to whomever would listen. His life and death haven’t settled. And now that I live in a mixed neighborhood outside of Washington, D.C., where race is an issue of everyday life, he comes back with even greater insistence. When I think of my hometown and all that was good, safe, and nurturing there, his story imposes. He is as present for me as those rolling hills, or the bright awnings in Olcott Square, or the twang of bullfrogs through my old bedroom window. How could his death have happened amid such beauty and apparent benevolence, and in a place I still call “mine”?

    Rabbit’s life was neither celebrated nor well-documented, and yet the loss of it carries a weight and significance that do not lie quietly buried. In this book I have tried to recover his life and to understand why it came to an end. I have returned to the places he lived and walked again on the streets, through the fields, and among some of the rooms where he walked and ran. Though most records of his life have been lost or destroyed, I have found some of his poetry, artwork, and a few official documents. I have spoken at length with the policeman who shot him and with those who saw him die. But mainly this book grew from the rich memories of the kids — now adults — he went to school with, and of their parents who took him in and called him family. Had they not held fast to him in their minds, there would be little to tell.

    This is a particular and local story, but in it are echoes of our national life: of our efforts at racial harmony and of the persistence of prejudice and devastation. At a time when “integration” no longer embodies a dream and “community” can mean a walled, racial enclave, his story has something to tell about the difficult necessity for engagement, tolerance, and compassion.

    Bonnie Brae, 1966

    I begin by thinking of how Rabbit first came to town, a fourteen-year-old, in the fall of 1966. Most of what I know or can imagine about his life then comes from my conversations with his cousin Donald Baker, and with his friends, and from a state summary of his confidential foster care records.

    I see him in the back seat of a shiny white car with the state seal of New Jersey on its doors. He is a big, gangly kid, yet just now he seems small in the wide seat. On his lap sits a canvas duffel bag, about two feet long, whose leather handles he holds tightly in his palms. His hair is nappy and short. His skin has the hue and smoothness of coffee with cream. As he looks out his side window without altering his gaze, his freckled face is open, apparently impassive, and there is the sense that even as he takes in the streaming landscape, he is lost inside himself. If someone spoke or touched his arm, he might not even notice.

    Probably the driver is an official from the Mercer County Youth House, a juvenile correctional facility outside of Trenton, where Rabbit had been confined for a month. And per normal procedure, a social worker, with a pen and a crisp folder in her lap, is sitting in the front passenger seat. This is not the only time that Rabbit has been driven in such a car by people he barely knows, but this is the first time that any of these trips has taken quite so long. They are passing through hills where there aren’t many buildings. They have been on the road for an hour.

    His very first trip was in a car like this. It took place on June 7, 1955, when he was three years old and the New Jersey Bureau of Children’s Services was driving him to his first foster family. He must have been terribly afraid and confused, and when he turned to look out the back window he may not have had the sensation that he was moving, but that his mother in the doorway with her crumpled face was oddly receding, getting smaller, without her arms or legs doing anything, or a hand rising to wave. In that doorway of the row house on Perry Street, Trenton, she was small and round, her lips sealed inside her mouth, a look all sad and worn.

    Now, as again Rabbit is being driven somewhere, I imagine he remembers his mother standing in that doorway not so much with that old sting in his throat, as with a grudging acceptance, like a giving in, that doesn’t feel very good either. Outside his window, the hills, like waves, rise and fall, and telephone wires bounce. In the fields, there are fences and grazing horses, and he thinks he smells burning leaves. They’ve told him of course; they’ve shown him on a map. But what he keeps thinking is, Where are they taking me?

    “Pretty nice country, eh, William?” asks the thick-shouldered man who is driving.

    In the back seat, Rabbit doesn’t know what to say. The clothes they have given him don’t quite fit. They itch him under his arms.

    “You know, you’re pretty lucky to be coming here, all things considered.”

    Rabbit wishes the man wouldn’t call him “William” — he was “Billy” then, or “Bill.” And he wishes the man hadn’t said “all things considered,” because it makes him think of ail the things that had gotten him into this fix in the first place.

    “Guilty as charged,” Judge J. Willison Noden had said. “Incorrigible and runaway.” I doubt that Rabbit knew what “incorrigible” meant, but he knew a good bit about “runaway.” Twice, at ten and twelve years old, he had run away from his first foster parents. According to the state — and this is as specific as the record gets — they “became quite upset” and Rabbit was moved to another foster family. Then, three times, ail within a couple of months, he ran away from that family as well. They were all too strict, he had told his case worker. They just didn’t understand. The last time his foster father had tried to ground him, Rabbit was out the upstairs bathroom window and back on the street in seconds. For eight days they couldn’t catch him, and when they did he wasn’t running anymore. He was sleeping in a shed. From there he had landed in Juvenile Court and then the Mercer County Youth House, which was actually a jail.

    Now he is on probation. His social worker had been unable to place him in another foster home. “So this is it,” she’d have told him when they had gotten into the car. “Bill, this is your last chance. Understand?”

    It hadn’t always been this way for Rabbit. For so long things seemed to have gone pretty well. For nine years, from age three to twelve, he had lived near Trenton with his first foster family, a black family, whose identity, because of their privacy interest, has been withheld from me. The state says that at eight years old, he was “very happy” and “his foster family was very fond of him.” His “standing and deportment” in elementary school were consistently “good” or “excellent.” He regularly attended Witherspoon Methodist Church and collected merit badges as a Boy Scout. As late as January 1965, he was on the honor roll at Trenton Junior School #5.

    As he sits silently now in the moving car, all that must seem like another life. Outside, the fields give way to big houses with winding driveways and mailboxes, some with pictures of pheasants and hunting dogs. He sees a neat park with a pond, benches, and a wooden bandstand. There’s an old stone train station and a bank with a clock. A policeman directs cars around a grassy circle with a tall flagpole in the middle. Awnings shade the storefront windows. Women clutch children and wicker purses. From station wagons, teenagers spill out, chattering, shoving, some with freckles as big as Rabbit’s, none with his hair or skin.

    Just a mile away, they drive through another town center, with a green, a big church with a gold-domed steeple and white columns, and more quaint shops. This is Basking Ridge, a colonial town named for the deer seen basking in the sun on the ridge. They pass clapboard houses, wide lawns, and then they are heading again toward open, rolling fields. They go over the Passaic River. They weave down a road beside a stone wall and pass a water tower. At last they turn into a long, straight lane. Tall trees spaced at regular intervals line either side. It feels like entering a tunnel, though light shivers through yellow leaves.

    BONNIE BRAE FARM FOR BOYS, the sign reads. EST. 1916.

    “Bonnie Brae,” the social worker explains, “means beautiful hillside.”

    At the end of the lane, they approach some buildings that the man who is driving refers to as “cottages.” But they are huge, three-story, brick-and-stucco Tudor dormitories, like no houses Rabbit has ever seen. One is where Rabbit will live, with fifteen other boys and two “cottage parents.” This, as long as he doesn’t screw up, will be his home for the next four years.

    They park at the Turrell Administration Building and get out in the bright sun. All around are fields, some dotted with bales of hay. It is such a sudden, glaring openness that for an instant Rabbit feels an urge to take cover; he’d like to nestle somewhere.

    “You all right?” the social worker asks. Her hand touches his shoulder.

    Rabbit nods and follows them inside, big and uneasy, his eyes on the carpet ahead of him. He meets Robert West, the assistant director, who welcomes him and gives him the usual spiel for all the new boys. Rabbit is entering another environment, “another family,” as the Bonnie Brae brochures explain. Here he will live “a more wholesome life” and no longer need the “ways of the street.” Here he will be provided for: food, clothing, medical care, and counseling. Bonnie Brae is a working farm, and like all the other hundred or so boys, Rabbit will do daily farm chores, and thereby “develop character.” He will also take classes, participate in sports and recreational programs, and if he does well and proves responsible, he might enter the local public school and eventually “fit into the community at large.”

    Rabbit says yes, he understands, but keeps his eyes on the carpet. While the social worker and the man from the Youth House remain in the office to take care of paperwork, Bob Saracino, the recreation director, leads Rabbit on a short walking tour. I have spoken with Bob. He is retired now, living in Oregon, though he still thinks a lot about Bonnie Brae, he says, and remembers Rabbit well. “He was a big frightened kid when he arrived, more frightened than most. He was reluctant to open up or bond with anyone, yet when he did, when he took that plunge, it was usually for keeps.”

    With Bob, Rabbit visits the barn, chicken coop, and cow pastures — things he has never seen, or smelled, close-up before. Down a hill from the barn are acres of tan corn and hay, a pond with rowboats, and an orchard where stepladders stand beneath splayed apple trees. He visits classrooms, the new Buttenheim Gym and recreation hall. Outside again, he watches guys his age playing soccer on a football field. They wear matching yellow sweatshirts and shorts. A few kids, he notices, look like him, some a little lighter, some darker; all are shouting and wildly sprinting. I can do that>, he thinks.

    Back at the parking lot, he shakes hands with the man from the Youth House and with the social worker, who says she will see him next week. From the back seat, he gets his duffel bag with all his things inside: a change of clothes, sneakers, toothbrush, a bar of soap in a plastic bag, a pack of cigarettes hidden in a sock; in the matching sock are a flattened nickel that once he had put on a train track and a rumpled, wallet-size photo of himself when he was ten years old. I am guessing at most of the contents of his bag, except for the photograph, which I’ve seen. That I’m sure he had.

    Now they all say good-bye, good luck. The car with the state seal moves away, and as it does, Rabbit again feels that slight pull of air, like a breath, while he stands with a bag in his hand.

    Later that afternoon, he yanks out his shirttails and lets them hang low. Though the air is crisp, he rolls his sleeves up to his biceps and walks hard and slinky. He is going to meet his suite-mates in Graves Cottage. He climbs three flights of stairs and comes to the doorway of a room with battered desks and bureaus. Three guys are talking inside. One black, two white. The black kid has spindly legs that seem to extend up to his armpits; the first white kid is small, stumpy, and scrappy-looking, with curly orange hair; the second has dark, greased-back hair, and leans against a bureau.

    Rabbit stands in the doorway, bag in hand. The three guys stop talking and look at him.

    “You must be the new guy,” the stumpy one says.

    “Wells!” says the kid with greased hair, standing upright. “Jesus, I don’t believe it!”

    Then Rabbit recognizes him: Fred Simko, a tough-ass kid with whom Rabbit had collided once at a Trenton roller rink, before he knew anything about skating. Now Fred tells the story of how Rabbit had plowed into him, how they had exchanged insults, then duked it out in the parking lot; then how they had met again at the rink, called a truce; and how, for weeks afterward, Fred had taught Rabbit how to skate, how to push on one foot and glide on the other, how to turn and go backward without falling.

    Now the black kid speaks. His name is Cy Hardy, from Camden. “Well, I guess you could say you guys have already run into each other.”

    Rabbit smiles — dimples, freckles, the gap in his teeth. So much for his hard, slinky look.

    “Hey, that dude looks like a rabbit,” Cy says.

    “Rabbit?” Fred asks.

    “Rabbit,” Cy says. “Yeah. Rabbit. Look, that’s him. It’s perfect.”

    The stumpy kid nods. He is Doug Robb, from Newark. Like everyone else, he is here because his family has blown apart and there is no other place to go.

    Fred is still thinking about the name, and Rabbit is saying it to himself, Rabbit, Rabbit. Cool. I like it.

    Then Fred says, “Hey Rabbit, come on in. You and me are sharing this room. You got the bottom bunk.”

    So within hours after Rabbit arrived, already in somebody else’s clothes, he was renamed. Seldom would he hear William or Bill again, except from adults. Cy, Fred, and Doug remember that day. I’ve spoken with all of them recently. They are middle-aged now and married, with jobs, kids, and homes in the area. They’ve made it to the middle class. Like me, they have changed since our days at school. All of us have let out our belts a few notches and are wearing down at our sharper edges. When they talk about Rabbit, they smile, laugh, though sometimes they nod and don’t say anything. Together with him, they spent four years as suite-mates at Bonnie Brae Farm. They did everything together. They cleaned out cow stalls. They threw bales of hay on flatbed trucks. They copied homework and wore one another’s clothes. “We were all like this,” Fred tells me, entwining his thick fingers. “But Rabbit was also a little different. Most of us had people come visit each Sunday, on Family Visiting Day. Rabbit, I don’t think, had anyone ever come. He was alone a lot.”

    Again I think of that day he arrived. It is well after dinner and after the usual horseplay of fourteen-year-old boys who are supposedly getting ready for bed. Blobs of toothpaste lie in sinks. Grass-stained clothes are strewn on floors. It’s ten-thirty. Lights out. From downstairs their cottage parents call, “Pipe down!” and one by one the boys, exhausted, fall into sleep, leaving the sounds of the night. From his bottom bunk, Rabbit hears a dripping faucet and something electrical humming. Through the dormer windows comes a pale, bluish light and the flutter of leaves, like sheets on a laundry line.

    Now, with a start, he remembers something that he would never forget and would describe to his friends years later. He remembers another group of windows, steel-barred, way up on a cinder block wall, and then a fine, delicate snow slanting through the bars. It was at the County Youth House, soon after he was sent there. Dressed in a light cotton prison suit, he was with a group of guys in a holding room, waiting for some kind of “processing.” The group had gotten rowdy. There were shouts, complaints, some punches thrown, but he wasn’t involved. The guards warned them to settle down, or else. When they didn’t, the guards opened all the windows wide and let the snow come in. The fighting stopped. Nobody moved. Everyone looked up, without a word, as snow sifted down on their hair and shoulders — he can still hear its feathery sound. It was a beautiful thing, a stunning, miraculous, magical thing! Yet it froze him to the bone.

    In his sleep, Fred shifts his weight in the bunk above, making everything shake.

    “Hey, Fred?” Rabbit whispers, and there’s no reply, just that slow, rhythmic breathing. Wearing only his underwear, Rabbit gets up softly and goes to his duffel bag in the corner, crouching beneath the sloping ceiling. In the light from the windows, he has an odd, shivering, translucent look, as though he’s not wholly there. It’s his own bag, yet he feels like a thief; the air is cool, but he’s sweating. He pulls back the zipper, tooth by tooth, as quietly as he can. Inside he feels for the sock that contains the coin and the photograph, then slides them out, and though his eyes can only see their shapes, he knows them with his hands. The coin is flat and cool, almost like liquid, all its imprints gone. He turns it in his fingers and thinks of train wheels going over and over it, something so terribly hard and heavy pressing out something so smooth.

    The photograph is rumpled and frayed at the edges. Though invisible in the dark, he sees it clearly in his mind: he wears a tan printed necktie with a white shirt, and he likes the crisp, sharp look of the collar against his brown skin. For a ten-year-old, he holds himself proud and erect, his eyes serene, unafraid of the flashbulb. His lips are closed, but on the verge of a smile, holding in some small enjoyment. His freckles are as big as ladybugs. His hair is even shorter here, a “butch,” and his ears stick out like pontoons, as if to give him balance.

    It would be embarrassing if any of the guys ever saw this photo, with the ears and the Sunday school face. Still he holds it, because while it’s not exactly comforting, it reminds him of a time before the running away, before all the trouble and dread. Yet it also reminds him how the bottom falls out, and how fast he fell with no sense of stopping. In so short a time, he had gone from honor student, from “doing well,” from that smart, serene kid in the photo, to a scared, angry runaway in a shed, to an incarcerated “incorrigible offender,” shuddering in the snow. One moment you’re standing proud and the next you’re whirling down. It was a sense he carried with him for the rest of his life, even through his most triumphant moments. And it must have been among the last things he felt in the seconds before he died.

    He has the coin in one hand and the photo in the other. Besides his memories, these are his history, all he holds of his past. He has no photo albums or scrapbooks. On shelves in the New Jersey Bureau of Children’s Services lie folders labeled with his name, but he knows nothing of these. All he knows is that if suddenly he were to disappear, there would be only this coin and this photograph to say he had ever been.

    Now he walks to the pale dormer windows, as if following the sound of those fluttering leaves outside. I, too, have stood at those windows upstairs in Graves Cottage. In the last decade, Rabbit’s old room has been remodeled and now is part of the Bonnie Brae Development Office, humming with computers and printers. But I can stand there and see what he must have seen and try to imagine what it was like: in the distance, the hills, like beached whales, and on one the shape of a water tower, an onion turned upside down. On its top shines a small, pert, blinking red light, so pitiful in all that sky. On another ridge stand a few houses, TVs flickering in upstairs windows. There’s the smell of the fields. From somewhere a train whistles thin and wild. Someone is going someplace.

    He could run of course. No one is stopping him, no guards or locked doors here. And maybe it’s because no one is stopping him that he doesn’t feel like running away. Nor does he feel like staying put. All these fields, this sky, these layers of hills. All these strange people in wide yards, walking on clean sidewalks. No one out there looks anything like him. How in the world would he ever “fit in,” and why would he even want to?

    In a place this wide, you can fly apart, spin into tiny pieces.

    He goes back to his bed and lifts the corner of his mattress, which lies on a sheet of plywood. He slides the coin and the photo under the mattress, and lets it gently down. Then he curls up beneath his blankets.

    318 Perry Street, Trenton

    About an hour from my hometown is Trenton, the capital of New Jersey. To get there you travel south along those same roads on which Rabbit was driven north in 1966: Route 206 through Princeton, then Route 1 past the sprawling junk yards of North Trenton to the exit marked Perry Street. Follow the ramp to the top of the hill. Then, straight through the windshield, is the three hundred block of Perry Street.

    Forty-five years ago, you would have seen a broken line of three-story row houses and storefronts: Mack’s Dinette, a laundry, a barber shop, and on the corner, the T ’n’ N Bar. It was a racially mixed, lower- and working-class neighborhood. Most of the row houses were divided into apartments or offered rooms to let. Families and people came and went, many of them railroad workers, for a block north was the railroad terminus and the beginning of the Delaware and Raritan Canal.

    Three eighteen Perry Street was in the middle of the block. On the second floor was a small, stark apartment: a kitchen, living room, and a bedroom that looked out on an alley and a drooping web of clotheslines. It was here, in early January 1952, that thirty-eight-year-old Hannah Baker Wells brought her newborn son, whom she named William, the name of her own father. She was a mildly retarded woman who had only completed the third grade. She was physically stunted and suffered from diabetes and a heart condition. In a photograph of her that Rabbit’s cousin has given me, her small face is kind and crumpled. Her dark hair appears greasy, parted in the middle and combed back to her earlobes. Her mouth is shut, the sort of sad, sunken mouth of people who have lost their teeth, or don’t have much to say anymore. Yet her eyes hold an impish gleam, and there on her bunched cheeks and across her creased brow are the freckles she passed on to her son.

    On Rabbit’s birth certificate she is listed as “white,” though, according to Rabbit’s cousin, she was also part Cherokee. Years before, she had had five other children, all of whom went into foster care after Hannah was arraigned and found guilty of neglect in 1943. Their father was her frequently absent husband Charles Wells, a white man, a laborer, who is also listed as the father on Rabbit’s birth certificate. But this child didn’t look like the others, and according to summarized state records, Hannah said Rabbit was conceived at a party, his father an African-American whose name she never knew. For three years she cared for Rabbit. She wanted to keep him, says Rabbit’s cousin, but it all became too much for her. When, in the words of the state, she “realized the social implications in raising an interracial child, she requested” — and I suspect the state also advised — “that he be placed into foster care.”

    Today, in the three hundred block of Perry Street, you will not find that apartment or row house, nor any of the other row houses or storefronts. Some ten years ago the block was razed to make room for a government building that has yet to materialize. The home where Rabbit lived for his first three years is now a vacant lot: some skittering rubbish, a single tree, a tangle of tire tracks in the mud.

    On the end of the two hundred block the old stone fire-house remains, as does Speckle Reds Soul Food. Outside of these buildings, firemen and neighbors sit on folding chairs in the morning sun, chatting, playing cards, or waiting for the next alarm. All of them remember the three hundred block before the wrecking balls and bulldozers came. Had anyone ever heard of a Hannah Wells? Or a Hannah Catherine Baker? Had anyone ever heard of a Charles Henry Wells? Or a freckle-faced kid named William, Bill, or Billy Wells? He would have been a toddler, probably funny and rambunctious.

    But no, no luck. No one remembers. “That was a long time ago.”

    I have read stories of ancient bodies found preserved in bogs or glaciers, their clothing more or less intact, a tool in a clenched hand, an expression still on a face. It’s as if they have been rescued from oblivion, and we are reassured by a remote possibility that something of ourselves might likewise be rescued, somewhere far ahead. There are bits of Rabbit’s life that I might recover through memory, luck, and hard searching. But if I am to be truthful, I must also acknowledge the weight of what I do not recover; that my searches can end less in dazzling discovery than in vacancy, confusion, or exhaustion.

    Three eighteen Perry Street is gone. And Hannah Wells, like her son, is dead — she died in 1983. As for Rabbit’s father, I’ve found even less. Evidently he disappeared before Rabbit was born, a man whom Rabbit would never know, and we may never know either. I don’t know his name. I don’t know where he went or what he did. I don’t even know if he is dead or alive, or if by some strange chain of events, he might be reading these pages.

    Plainfield, 1967

    In 1954, a year after I was born, my parents built our house and moved about twenty miles from their hometown of Plainfield to Basking Ridge. They were near the beginning of that migration of upper- and middle-class people, almost exclusively white, who left the towns and cities of eastern New Jersey for a landscape of pastures and weathered barns in the hill country to the west. Some of my father’s family remained in Plainfield, however, and so on Sunday afternoons when I was a boy, after my mother had taken my sisters and me to church and we were still in our starched clothes, my father, in his white shirt and clip-on bow tie, would drive us all to Plainfield to visit my grandmother. She lived in the same house that my grandparents had built when they were married in 1910, and where, five years later, my father, the second of five children, was born. It is still there at 915 Grant Avenue, among towering oaks and thick rhododendrons: a stately, white, three-story home, with dormers, two columns, forest green shutters, and a glassed-in porch on each end.

    Beginning around the turn of the century and continuing through the 1940s, Plainfield, the “Queen City,” was perhaps the most fashionable commuter stop on the Jersey Central line. Along tree-lined Grant, Central, and Plainfield Avenues, huge Greek Revival and Victorian homes were built with columns, wide porches, turrets, and gingerbread moldings. Just a quick train and ferry ride to lower Manhattan, Plainfield was perfect for prosperous businessmen and their burgeoning families. Cheap domestic help was always available. In my grandparents’ house while my father grew up, Mrs. Kane, an Irish immigrant, did laundry each day, while a succession of German, Scottish, or African-American “girls” cleaned, cooked, and served meals. In their crisp uniforms and white aprons, they were summoned by a secret button beneath the rug at the dining room table. They roomed on the third floor and used the toilet stall for the help in the basement.

    By the time I was a boy, most of my grandmother’s domestic help had been let go. Her children had married and moved on; my grandfather had died in 1955, and my proud grandmother now lived alone in the big house — except, of course, for Frank.

    Frank, my grandmother’s “yardman,” was a soft-spoken black man with a paunch, loose pants, a kind smile, and a smudgy cap that covered the bald spot on his head. He had no last name that I knew of. He came from the West End of Plain-field, the poor “colored section” down around Second and West Front Streets, where the Jersey Central came through. According to my father, Frank had unspecified family troubles, and so after my grandfather died and the kitchen help was unnecessary, my grandmother offered Frank a room on the third floor of the house. There they lived for many years, during all of my childhood visits to Plainfield: that quiet, retiring man with the baggy pants, a rake in hand; and my aging grandmother. She was a stout Christian Brethren, who, as we were leaving, would prepare herself for evening meeting — her Bible clenched under her arm, her hawthorn cane tapping the stairs, and on her head a black feathered hat, like a crow that had fallen there.

    To get to her house we drove through the West End of Plainfield, near the housing projects and the recently abandoned businesses on Grove and Second Streets. Despite its proud and prosperous heritage, Plainfield, as we were told, was on its way down by the midsixties. Crime was on the rise. Whites moving out, blacks moving in. “They” were now thirty percent of the population: a black middle-class community in the East Side “gilded ghetto,” and the poor in the crowded West End, only ten blocks from my grandmother’s house.

    On Friday and Saturday, July 14 and 15, 1967, my grandmother, in her nightly phone conversations with my father, spoke of hearing a number of sirens off in the distance. By Sunday morning though, after a heavy rain, things seemed to have settled down. Saturday’s Courier News reported some minor disturbances, what Piainfield’s mayor called “youthful lawlessness” now under control — and all of it overshadowed by what was happening in Newark: three horrific days and nights of arson, looting, and sniping, leaving blocks in ruin and twenty-four people dead.

    About midday on Sunday, July 16, my family, all dressed up and in our mint green Ford Ranchwagon, visited my grandmother. As always, she poured tea for my parents while my sisters and I looked through her leather-bound photo albums of gray-haired relatives and listened to her stories of the old days. Then, as usual, we left in the afternoon and returned home in time for my mother to prepare supper, for my father to water his garden, and for me to hear the last innings of a doubleheader on my transistor radio.

    Because nothing extraordinary had happened, I have no precise recollection of that visit to my grandmother’s, and it hasn’t been until recently, after studying the old accounts, that I’ve realized how close we were, how we just missed it: when all hell broke loose in Plainfield that day.

    At about 3:30 P.M. a group of two hundred people from the housing projects were dispersed from a park where they had been meeting to draw up a petition of grievances, complaining of police brutality and inadequate housing and recreational facilities. In an angry caravan, they turned up West End Avenue, probably minutes behind our green Ranchwagon. Some were drunk. Some threw stones at pedestrians and cars. Within an hour all was mayhem. Stores were looted and firebombed, cars were overturned and torched, snipers shot at fire trucks. A sixty-three-year-old white man was pulled from his vehicle and beaten up; another was snatched from a motorcycle. Later, snipers riddled passing cars on West Fourth Street, wounding a young woman from Somerville. Gunmen pinned down firemen in the Central Avenue firehouse. About 8 P.M. Patrolman John Gleason, who had left his post to chase, confront, and wound a suspected looter, was trapped by approximately forty youths, then stoned and beaten to death.

    How frightening it must have been for everyone in Plain-field, and I wonder how my grandmother spent that night. Surely she opened her Bible and prayed. Surely she locked her windows and doors and talked on the phone with my father. I doubt that she slept through all the sirens, helicopters, and not-so-distant gunfire. I imagine her in her kitchen, at her avocado-colored table, sitting up all night with Frank. What did they think was happening around them? To the town where she was born, married, and raised her children? And to the town where he had come to settle his family, who were somewhere among those sirens and fires?

    I imagine they talked, then just sat listening for long periods. They might even have touched hands across that table, beside the sugar bowl. Yet of course, with the first light in the calico curtains, they would have stood abruptly, as from a dream. My grandmother would have turned, grasping her cane, and climbed the stairs to her second-floor bedroom. And then Frank, after visiting his stall in the basement, would have gone up to his room on the third.

    By dawn on Monday, Plainfield was strangely quiet. A few trains ran, but the platforms were vacant. The only cars on Central, Grant, and Second Streets were charred and upside down. On West Front Street, trash ruffled in the breeze and shards of glass glittered. Six blocks from my grandmother’s stately home, stores smoldered in the early sun, and from her old butcher’s shop on West Fourth Street came the stench of burning meat.

    I do not remember all of this — much is secondhand — and yet I do remember my father’s face on that Monday afternoon, as he unfurled the Courier News and read it all, over and over, in his corner of the living room couch. In a headline as large as when Kennedy was shot, he read,

    INSURRECTION RAKES CITY

    Mob Stomps Wounded Policeman to Death

    In grisly detail he read just how the policeman had died. He read of “hundreds of Negroes on a wild rampage,” of “all-out war on the streets” of his hometown, of fires burning at Grant and West Fourth Street, at the address where his parents were married. He saw photographs of the policeman and the wounded young woman from Somerville, her blonde hair fanned on the pavement. He saw ravaged streets and stores he barely recognized. He saw a photo of the Plainfield Avenue railroad bridge, under which we passed to visit my grandmother, and from which snipers had fired.

    The look on my father’s face was not one of anger or even resentment. It was more like a child’s blank bewilderment, as though right there in our own house, among our familiar hills, he wasn’t sure of where he was. I remember he didn’t say anything at all, but wandered outside and watered his garden. I remember he came in, locked the doors (in the middle of the day!), and went into his bedroom. He drew the curtains and drew back the bedspread. Then lying down on crisp sheets, he laced his fingers over his eyes.

    *           *           *

    The Plainfieid riot was important to us, and is important to this story, because it happened not far from my hometown. We were scared in a way we had never been scared before. Things were coming unhinged. For my own family, a part of our history, our way of life, seemed under siege. We were scared for our relatives and friends in Plainfield, and we were even scared for ourselves. The Courier News didn’t discuss in detail the grievances of those who had gathered in the park; most attention was paid to the ensuing violence that seemed to be spreading west. The police in neighboring Passaic Township bought tear gas and riot gear. I remember rumors (completely false) of roving gangs heading in our direction. Though it was still at a distance, we felt a looming menace, and the menace came with a face, or faces — the faces of young, dark men, bold and wild with anger.

    Most of the people in my town, including my family and certainly myself, believed in the ideals of equal justice and equal opportunity, civil rights and desegregation. We had been stirred by the words of Martin Luther King, and when we thought of those virtues, we thought of him, so dignified, principled, and restrained in his dark suit and tie. Yet we seldom thought about what those ideals might have implied for our lives or our relations with others. We didn’t live among people of color, and if and when they touched our lives, it was as cleaning ladies, garbagemen, and yardmen, with the same worn shoulders and quiet smiles as Frank. That was comfortable — for us. But then came the Plainfield riot, and with it our heightened fear of those dark young men and our uncertainty about our relation to those people of color whom for years we thought we had known. Was there something behind Frank’s diffidence? What was he thinking? What was he feeling? When we offered lunch to the cleaning lady, were we being generous, condescending, or both? Did she resent us? Should she resent us? Just who were these people who, like swallows, flew into and out of our lives, leaving our floors immaculate, our garbage cans empty, and returning to places like Plainfield? Was this an acceptable state of race relations? And what, if anything, should be done about it?

    It took a riot for many of us to even begin asking such unsettling questions. Some responded with compassion and even activism. In others, the old perceptions hardened, and perhaps in more of us than would care to admit, both attitudes wrestled for dominance, leaving us swaying and confused, deeply ambivalent, by turns open-minded, idealistic, “committed to equality and civil rights,” and then fearful of what real social change might bring.

    This was the atmosphere, or part of the atmosphere, about the time that Rabbit came into our lives. All the old records from Bonnie Brae Farm are gone, destroyed by a flood in the 1980s. So I can’t say for sure, though I can surmise that Rabbit did pretty well at the Bonnie Brae school, for by the spring of 1967 he had joined our eighth-grade class at Oak Street Junior High. He was a “Bonnie Brae kid,” a “colored kid,” and a weird color at that. He wasn’t immediately friendly or unfriendly. He didn’t invite your sympathy or enmity — that didn’t seem to matter to him. Suddenly, implacably, he was just there, among us, inside his skin. While some held nothing at all against him, many regarded him warily.

    Joanne

    I wish I could remember meeting Rabbit, but I can’t — probably because, if I remember myself correctly, I steered away from him then. I was a wiseass on occasion, but usually the straitlaced, studious son of a Christian Brethren businessman and a Presbyterian schoolteacher. I didn’t get involved with the boys from Bonnie Brae. They were known as hoods, they were fiercely loyal to one another, they came from “who knows where.” And as I’ve said, there was Rabbit’s color. Looking back, I wince at that part of my fear of him, and I wish I had had the vision or experience then that might have stood up against It.

    So rather than meeting him, I became cautiously aware of him as some odd but avoidable part of my surroundings. What I have from that junior high year is but a single memory of him that feels more like a composite of memories. I see him after classes near the corner of Henry Street and Brownlee Place, just beyond the edge of school property. He is smoking a cigarette there, where the teachers can’t touch him, with a group of other guys from Bonnie Brae and some townies, as they were called — kids from the older, now poorer, families who lived in the old frame houses. Standing there, Rabbit draws in smoke, holds it like a slow sensual pleasure, and blows it out through his nostrils. As if they are all the cares in the world, he flicks ashes off on the sidewalk, then squashes the butt with his boot. He has a high-pitched laugh, almost a giggle. He wears tight, dark pants, a turtleneck, and those two thin smudges above the corners of his mouth mean he’s trying to grow a mustache.

    They are hanging out together, these tough kids in a quiet town, shooting the breeze, shooting the shit, and they will not be hurried or hassled. They are cool, but not menacing, unless you dare challenge them. Perhaps they are talking about some teacher they have it in for, or how bored they are, or how boss the Rolling Stones are. But I can’t really hear just what they are saying, because, walking home with my friend Dave Wallace, with our books and baseball gloves, I am crossing to the other side of the street.

    It was only through playing ball that I had my limited contact with the less privileged kids in town. I was small, thin, I couldn’t bit much, but I could scoop up ground balls and peg them to first, so I got into some of those Saturday afternoon pickup games on the field at Oak Street School. There I became friends with Johnny Cross, a shortstop and a pitcher who at fourteen years old could actually throw a sharp curve. He lived with his parents in a small, semidetached house on Brownlee Place, a narrow street between the junior high and the backs of the shops in Basking Ridge. His father was a construction worker, and his mother, in a housedress, would bring us lemonade as we sat on their front porch steps after games, overlooking the school and the weedy ball field, discussing our futures in the majors. This was heady stuff for me. For we all knew Johnny was big league timber, and I believed that somehow by being his friend, I might tag along.

    So for hours on Saturdays, we discussed these weighty matters. Which team would we play for? Where would we hit in the batting order? Would we have to waste time in the minors?

    I hadn’t thought of any of this for a long time, until some months ago when I spoke with Joanne Mingus, whom we knew as Joanne Calantoni back in school. Though it wasn’t exactly her home, she lived in the other half of the semidetached house where Johnny Cross lived. She lived there with the family of her married older sister, because her mother had died when she was two, her father had recently committed suicide, and her eight brothers had been dispersed to distant family elsewhere.

    I didn’t know this during all our years at school. And if you look at the photos of her in our yearbooks — her smile, her long, black, Joan Baez hair — you can hardly see a trace of tragedy. Except perhaps in the softness of her eyes, in their reserve and slight aversion — as perhaps it was in Rabbit’s eyes, in their stare-you-down hardness.

    They became special friends, Joanne and Rabbit. He was big, exotic, and he could dance. “He had long lashes that girls would kill for,” she says. But there was more going on than that. On those same porch steps where Johnny Cross and I talked about baseball on weekends, Joanne and Rabbit “talked about everything” on those late afternoons after school. I can see them now, she sitting with her knees together on the top step and he leaning back on the railing. Their cigarettes glow as evening approaches. Rabbit should be back at the Farm. The six o’clock whistle has blown at the firehouse. Already he’s missed the late bus, his demerits are mounting, and next weekend he’s sure to be grounded. Still, for the life of him, he doesn’t stub his cigarette. He doesn’t rouse himself and go down those stairs.

    And it’s not just because her hair, like water, flows over her shoulders. And it’s not just because of her tight sweater or her plaid skirt that shows her thighs — though of course that helps, a lot. It’s mainly because of the way she sits there, not scared or nervous, not looking at him funny or turning away as if she’s got a better place to be. And it’s because when she speaks, he doesn’t feel strange, and when he tells her some things, he doesn’t feel strange, and even when they are quiet, he doesn’t feel strange, like he does so much of the time.

    They talk about a stupid quiz in math, that bitch of a librarian, and that stuff they served at lunch. As he keeps the beat with his hand on the railing, they hum the riff from “Satisfaction.”

    She straightens her skirt on her knees. Then in her easy voice, she says through the dusk, “My dad — he hung himself in his bedroom.”

    Rabbit looks at the wooden stair between his feet, the way the paint has worn with walking. “Why?” he asks.

    She shrugs her shoulders, an answer he understands. “I guess it was better than in the kitchen,” she says, making a laugh. And this too he understands.

    Now that image of his own mother passes before him: her sealed lips and crumpled face. She couldn’t even wave. Then, although Joanne hasn’t said another word or asked, he says, “My father? Well, I’ve never met him. I don’t even know his name.” Rabbit lights his “last” cigarette, using hers as a starter, and draws her glow into his. Beyond the field and the school, the train rattles over the Oak Street bridge, moving toward the Basking Ridge station. There are squares of light in each of the cars, and shadows in each of the squares. Little houses, they seem, flying by on wheels. And then they are gone through the trees.

    Some day, they swear, they’ll go to California where everything’s got to be better. Sun. Sand. Flowers in your hair. Some day it’ll be all right.

    Years later, after high school, and while the rest of us were off at college, Joanne and Rabbit would in fact go to California, though at different times, independently. Over the holidays they both returned to Basking Ridge, their closest thing to home. For Rabbit, California would be his last trip — he died two weeks after returning. For Joanne there would be marriage, children, a life afterward, though there would be more tragedy as well. She was in a terrible car accident. She is a quadriplegic now. And as she speaks to me from a small town in Wisconsin, I wonder how often, in all her suffering, she might have thought about Rabbit, about talking with him on those evenings on Brownlee Place, with their cigarettes glowing in the dusk.

    “My brother,” is how she still describes him. And it’s more than a figure of speech.

    “To my little Sis,” he wrote in her yearbook. “I’ll always love you, Rab.”

    Things Corporeal

    I was taught about sex Presbyterian-style. I believe it was in confirmation class at our church, when I was twelve or thirteen years old. Reverend Felmeth led all the boys into Westminster Hall, where we sat on metal folding chairs. In the middle of the wide, well-lit stage, like a small suitcase flat on the floor, lay a black record player — and nothing else — its electrical cord snaking off toward the wings. All during my childhood, I had come to this hall for special church-related events and performances: potluck dinners, “youth stewardship” meetings, Christmas plays, et cetera. It was here that I mangled “Joy to the World” in Mrs. Kraus’s piano recital, and it was here that I saw Christ, in the person of Craig Kampmier, ascend to heaven on a stepladder. He wore a white sheet and a rope belt. His blue flip-flops were the last thing I saw as he climbed into a cloud.

    Now there was just that record player on stage, and a hush, like prayer, filled the hall. In his khakis and a plaid shirt, Reverend Felmeth walked up on stage with the same slow solemnity with which he moved to the pulpit each Sunday morning in his black robe. He didn’t say anything that I remember. Perhaps he just said, “I’m going to play you a record.” Then he pulled the vinyl disk from a plain blue album jacket. It didn’t look like Meet the Beatles, or Surfin’ USA, and it couldn’t have been the Rolling Stones. The record was warped, and when he leaned over, put it on the turntable, and got it going, it undulated like dark ocean waves. From his pocket he took a quarter, then balanced it carefully on the end of the tonearm, right above the needle. He set the needle into its groove on the outer edge of the record. It rode the waves like a buoy. We heard scratches and clicks, and before we heard anything else, Reverend Felmeth had left the stage, a faint fluttering in the wings.

    From a warpy record, with ten other fidgeting, pubescent boys: that was how I learned, or partially learned, the awesome facts of life. Through the scratches and clicks, came a man’s voice, even deeper than Reverend Felmeth’s. He could have been God speaking, except for a slight impediment as he strained over the waves.

    He began, I recall, vaguely enough, with something about love, the Christian family, our responsibilities as young men. But as he veered toward certain things corporeal, parts of the anatomy, their functions, male and female, as he actually described things inside the body — and with the record whirling and the needle bounding toward its awful center — my legs began to shake, the sweat poured down, my vision narrowed, blurred, blackened… . And then I was out, stone cold on the linoleum, crucified in my Hush Puppies.

    This was followed, in the weeks thereafter, by a number of books and pamphlets from the church library that appeared in my room with perky instructions from my mother to look them over and ask her if I had any questions. I didn’t have any questions, of course; I barely glanced at the books. So one day, as my father hammered at his workbench in the basement, she sat me down in the living room chair beside the bookshelf where, to this day, there stand a porcelain goldfinch, Compton’s Encyclopedia, the Bible, The Gardener’s Handbook, and her thumbed copy of Noblesse Oblige. There she spoke of certain urges that I might have, that they should not cause me fear or embarrassment, but when I felt them — if I felt them — it would probably be best for me to focus my mind on baseball.
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