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Keith Moore 214 Olney St., Apt. 4 Providence, RI 02906 Draft of January 19, 2010 Word count: 5,083



Picking Grounders



On the way to the coffee shop, I passed a row of newspaper boxes and couldn’t help but notice the headline screaming from the Sun: “Man Stabbed In Alley”. This could have been the headline any morning in the Sun, so I probably wouldn’t have given it any more thought. But when I sat down in the coffee shop, I found a copy of the newspaper on the table and glanced more closely at the cover. Below the inevitable shot of yellow police tape with a tarpaulin-covered body in the background was a photo of the victim – a mug shot actually – and a caption that read: “Alan Ian McInnes, no fixed address.” My eyes shot back to the grainy photo and I looked more closely. The Al McInnes I had known was my age, but the man in the photo looked at least 20 years older. The face was pockmarked, haggard, puffy, dissolute. The bags under his eyes were so heavy they looked like they’d pull his eyeballs right out of his skull. But there was something about those eyes that bothered me and I bent down to look more closely. The eyes were withdrawn, suspicious, but it was more than that. Behind the guardedness, I could see fear and confusion and I knew it was Al. And then I was back by the side of that dusty slash of a road through the hills above the main highway. Seeing that tableaux of the three of us, just boys really – Al sitting on the far side



-2of the ditch, arms dangling loosely over his knees in surrender, Drew kneeling in the gravel at the side of the road, nose bleeding, staring at Al. And me, standing at right angles to both, at the apex of the triangle. We’d ended up picking apples together that fall. I think we were 15. None of us could drive yet, I remember that much. We’d all been friends early in elementary school but that ended before we even graduated to high school. Al started hanging out with Scott Hendricks, Brad Farmington and all the other jocks. He played every sport and played them hard. As for Drew, well, he was just too artistic for Beamington. He loved music, played the violin, and was constantly reading and writing notes in a leather-bound journal. Even though I liked him, with his limp blond hair, fine features, and small stature, he was too much of a target. I kept my distance. So I sure didn’t expect to end up with the two of them when I showed up at the Agriculture office that Saturday morning looking for fruit-picking work. But once we filled out our paperwork, I ended up with Drew, Al and a few others on the back of an old flatbed heading to Vanderhaven’s, a farm on the main highway about nine miles from town. After a long bumpy ride, the truck rattled off the highway into Vanderhaven’s driveway, rolled past the old Victorian farmhouse sprawling under willow trees near the road and pulled up in a big lot framed by the house, a tractor shed, a bunkhouse and the first row of trees. We all hopped down from the truck and stood around uncertainly in the dusty lot. It was a brilliant Indian summer day and although not humid, the heat was already rising. An older fellow wearing denim overalls over a flannel shirt with work boots laced neatly underneath walked toward us from the tractor shed. “Hey, you kids, come over here,” he called, not taking his hands from his pockets. He spat in the dust as we oozed toward him.



-3“What the fuck have we gotten ourselves into?” Al muttered. Most kids didn’t say “fuck” back then so the word had more impact than it does now, but Al prided himself on his cursing. We formed a ragged semi-circle around the old guy, who turned out to be Mr. Vanderhaven himself. “Ok, here’s the deal. I pay two dollars a bushel. Hank here vill take you out to vere you pick. You pick grounders only, don’t take nuttin’ from da trees. Dat’s what I got da Jamaicans for.” With impeccable timing, a low mournful voice rose from the bunkhouse, singing a deep, moan of a song, slow and full of sadness and longing. Other voices joined in until a smooth, clear harmony rose from the weather-beaten shack. “What is that? The Mormon friggin’ Tabernacle Choir?” Al muttered. I didn’t say anything because I was looking at Drew, who had turned toward the sound with a look of surprised rapture on his face, eyes closed as the voices flowed over him. Music propelled him into another world where he become a different person, almost unrecognizable. It was his drug of choice, I suppose. Even in the very poor school orchestra, he played with an ecstatic expression spread across his features. “It’s an old Negro spiritual,” Drew said, still not opening his eyes. “The harmony is beautiful.” “Yeth, ith beautiful,” Al lisped and I felt my stomach tighten. Al and his pals seem to have made it their personal mission to make Drew’s life difficult, referring to him as “fag boy” most of the time. We climbed onto a flat trailer behind a tractor and slowly bounced our way into the orchard. We quickly found out that picking grounders was hard work. The grass and weeds



-4under the trees were a couple of feet high, so we spent the whole time on our knees groping for apples, sweating, wheezing, arms scratchy, throat dry. It didn’t take us long to hate it.



We worked on our own so I forgot about Al for awhile. But when the tractor came out with a container of water and Drew and I decided to take our lunch break in the shade of a row of trees along the fence at the far side of the orchard, Al followed Drew and I over there. We pulled out our lunches and started to eat in silence. “So what the hell are you doing here, McFarlane?” Al asked Drew. Drew finishing chewing before replying. “Same as you. Trying to earn some money.” Al snorted. “What the hell do you need money for? Yer ol’ man makes a mint at the bank.” “Just wanted to make some extra is all.” “Shit, I don’t know why anyone’d do this if they didn’t have to,” Al muttered looking away and shaking his head. He took a bite of his sandwich and chewed loudly. He seemed pissed off about something. “What about you, Sherman,” he asked. “Same thing, need some cash. Mom’s not working right now since she threw her back out lifting some boxes at the stationery so my dad’s been after me to make some money.” Al grunted in response and resumed his moody gazing across the apple orchard. Drew, as always, seemed to be someplace else, oblivious, floating above it all. We finished lunch in silence and resumed our crawling under the trees for apples.



-5About two in the afternoon, Al stood up from where he’d been working next to me and said, “I’ve had it with this shit.” He put his hands on his lower back and arched over stretching. “I’m goin’ home.” “How’re you gonna get home,” I said. “The truck’s not going back to town ‘til five.” “Then I’ll walk or hitch a ride,” Al said. “It’s at least nine miles,” I said. “I don’t friggin’ care. I’d rather walk three hours than spend another minute sweating my balls off crawling under these fuckin’ trees.” He stood looking at me belligerently. “You gonna come?” “I’ve only picked 12 bushels so far. That’s only 24 bucks. Dad’ll kill me if I come home with only 24 bucks.” “I’ll go with you, Al,” Drew said suddenly. I hadn’t even noticed him there, he was so quiet. Al and I were both taken aback. Why Drew would want to spend any time with Al was beyond me. It seemed suicidal, confirmed when Al recovered from his momentary silence by spitting out “Why would I wanna spend three hours with a faggot like you?” But Drew just looked away with a bemused expression on his face and I suddenly found myself saying something: “Jesus, Al, can’t you give it a rest for one day?” He shifted his gaze to me. “Huh?” “The constant comments, calling Drew a fag all the time. There’s just the three of us here now. No one’s watching.” My quick burst of anger quickly dissolved into fear but then Drew spoke up before Al could say anything. “Don’t worry about it, Kevin. It doesn’t bother me.”



-6I looked at Al and for the first time noticed the look on his face. I guess I’d never looked at him too closely before. He looked dark, moods passing over his face like clouds across the sky. He seemed belligerent, then just plain angry but then his eyes seemed to withdraw and the mix of emotions in his expression was impenetrable. I couldn’t tell if I was seeing shame, guilt, fear, or all three. His hands were on his hips and then he abruptly looked down at the ground. I could see his mouth moving, opening slightly, then closing, as though he were confused about what to say. Finally, still looking down, he asked Drew in a very quiet voice, “How can you say that?” Drew was so surprised by the question that he glanced at me before looking back at Al. “How can I say what? That it doesn’t bother me?” Al took a deep breath. “Yeah, how can it not bother you? How can you just ignore it when people call you names? Why don’t you do something about it?” Why don’t you do something about it was very close to the typical taunt of Whatcha gonna do about it? but I could see that Al was serious. He looked around the orchard almost as though he thought he might be overheard then looked back at Drew who remained sitting quietly on the grass with his legs crossed. Drew shrugged. “What am I gonna do? If I said anything, you or one of your buddies or, more likely, all of you’d beat me up. So I just ignore it. It’s no big deal.” He looked back down at his hands resting on his ankles in the grass. Al kept staring at him. “It’s gotta bother you, though.” Drew looked up sharply at Al. “Well, what do you think? No one likes being insulted, threatened, treated like a piece of crap, but I’m not gonna let myself get upset about it. That’s not gonna do any good. Besides . . . “ he trailed off.



-7“Besides what?” Drew was silent for a moment, glancing up at me and raising his eyebrows as if deciding whether he should go on. Finally, he sighed and spoke quietly. “It just doesn’t matter, Al. It’s not like we’re friends or anything or ever would be. You’re in your world and I’m in mine.” It was absolutely still and quiet in the orchard when Drew finished. We could hear the wind crossing through the corn field next to the orchard, rustling and raising the dry stalks, then reaching the orchard and stirring the branches of the trees. The branches lifted and fell, lifted and fell, and a few more apples hit the ground. I stood with arms folded, head down looking cautiously up at Al. He was just standing there, staring past Drew at the ground, rocking slightly back and forth on his heels as if he were having trouble keeping his balance. And then he dropped his hands from his hips abruptly, let out a deep sigh and said, “Fuck it anyway. Let’s get out of here.” Drew stood up and he and Al picked up their stuff. “You coming, Kevin?” Drew asked. I looked around the orchard. Even under the shade of the trees, it was hot and I could feel the sweat on my back and a prickle in my throat. I was so tired of working on weekends rather than being a kid. “Ok, let’s walk. It’ll be an adventure.” I grabbed the leftovers from my lunch and we headed off through the orchard toward the farmhouse and the highway. Getting to the highway, we could see it running west for a long way, straight as an arrow and busy with Saturday afternoon traffic. We started walking backward along the gravel shoulder, thumbs out but no one wanted to pick three of us up. We walked for a mile and could still see the orchard behind us, shimmering slightly in the Indian summer haze. With the sun beating down, the asphalt sucking up the heat and the exhaust fumes, we were soon more uncomfortable than we’d been in the orchard.



-8“This sucks. Do you wanna head up Greenfield Road,” Al asked. “It’ll be cooler and quieter up there.” Drew and I had no problem with that so we turned up the side road and started wandering back toward town.



Drew and I ended up walking ahead of Al, talking about school and forgetting about him behind us. I remember telling Drew I was having a hard time with some novel we were reading in advanced English when Al suddenly spoke behind us: “It’s pretty good. I think you’ll like it once you get past the first 50 or so pages.” It was all we could do not to stop walking and stare at Al. We did glance back over our shoulders at him and we must have had looked startled because he started chuckling in a strangely abashed way. “Jesus, don’t look so surprised. I can read, you know.” “I know,” Drew said, “but why would you read that book? You’re not even in the class.” Al shrugged. “Yeah, I know.” We kept walking in silence and then Al added, “I ask Jenkins for recommendations sometimes.” Herb Jenkins taught the course. A quiet, soft-spoken Welshman, I couldn’t see Al talking to him at all unless someone held a gun to his head. “Really?” “Yep. I actually wanted to take that advanced English class but my Dad told me to take Commerce instead. But I figured at least I could read some of the books on my own.” Walking along behind us, thumbs hooked into the straps of his knapsack, Al suddenly seemed smaller. I realized with a start that he actually was my height, although broader. For some reason, I’d always thought he was taller than me. I stole another look over my shoulder. He was staring at our feet kicking up dust on the road and seemed distant and sad.



-9We started talking again and Al ran through the novels he’d read, about two-thirds of our curriculum. He and Drew got talking about classical music, which was a total surprise given Al’s propensity for Led Zeppelin and AC/DC T-shirts. Drew asked him how he knew so much about it but he just said, “My mom’s into it.” I barely knew Al’s mom, she was so quiet and timid – hard not to be with Al’s dad the way he was. They called him “Big Al” at the Rotary and on the hockey team and I think he ate it up. At least they didn’t call his son “Little Al” anymore. That had to be embarrassing. As we moved along the road, I heard an engine behind us and turned around to look. It was a pickup truck. It looked vaguely familiar. I thought I must have seen it around school. As it got closer, I recognized Jamie Wiersma and Greg Dorfman in the truck. They were older kids – in fact, I think Greg was 19 or 20 and just hadn’t managed to finish school yet – whose basic purpose in life was to drink and fight. I felt a bit of fear, eased by the fact that one of their tribe was with us, although I worried that Al would join with them if they decided to get on our case. Sure enough, they slowed down alongside us. Greg leaned out the passenger’s window. “Hey, McInnes, whatcha doin’ out here with these two faggots?” He leered at Drew and me and I could hear Jamie guffawing from behind the wheel as if it were the funniest most original joke he’d ever heard. We were stunned by what happened next. An animal growl came from Al, then he spit at Greg before throwing himself at him, reaching through the truck’s window to try and grab him by the throat. The truck crunched to a complete stop and Jamie leapt from the other side. Trapped in the truck, Greg was taking a beating from Al but then Jamie came up from behind and grabbed Al by the hair. He turned to try and fend off Jamie, but that allowed Greg to jump



- 10 out of the truck and join in. In a few seconds, Jamie had locked Al’s arms behind his back and held him as Greg’s fists pounded into his stomach and face. I just stood there, only ten feet away, but helpless to move. I was so afraid. But then Drew surprised us all, streaking by me and throwing himself at Jamie. He yelled “Leave him alone, you bastards,” which normally would’ve sounded ridiculous coming from Drew but worked this time because of the frantic anger in his voice. He ran into Jamie and pushed him temporarily away from Al. But Drew had probably never thrown a punch in this life so Jamie simply stepped back, let Drew stumble forward and put in two quick punches to his face and one to his stomach. Drew went down like a sack of potatoes in the gravel along the side of the road. And then he grabbed Al again, who was in a clinch with Greg, and the two of them knocked him down, kicked him until he rolled into the drainage ditch. “You want some, too, fag boy?” Jamie said to me as he passed behind the truck heading back to the driver seat. I couldn’t speak. I just stood there knees trembling, the red wave of shame spreading across my face. “I didn’t think so, you fuckin’ little chickenshit,” he sneered. He got into the truck and they drove off, spraying gravel all over Drew and Al.



It seemed I stood there for an eternity, frozen in place, clouds of dust settling slowly over everything, watching the truck disappear like looking through the small end of a telescope. When I finally turned to the other two, Drew was on his hands and knees, gasping for breath. “Are ya gonna be okay?” I asked, stupidly, but Drew couldn’t talk. “Get up on your knees and put your head down between your legs,” Al rasped from the ditch. Drew struggled to his knees and put his head down between his legs, desperately trying to



- 11 breathe. I could see tears streaking through the dust on his face and a trace of blood on the edge of his mouth. I glanced over at Al. He was sitting on the edge of the ditch, his forearms resting loosely on his knees as he dropped his head and spat, a slow, painful, gooey rope of blood and saliva. When he finished spitting, he didn’t raise his head. He just clasped his hands together behind his neck and sat there, slowing rocking. I couldn’t see his face at all; I almost thought he might be crying. There was something strangely familiar in his posture, a sense of déjà vu that bothered me until I realized he was in the same position as a picture I’d seen in a book on World War Two. The photo showed some Australians who’d been captured by the Japanese and they were all in this position, hands clasped behind their hands, bent over, capitulating. But then he lifted his head and the image disappeared. He hadn’t been crying, although his face was covered in red marks and trails of blood ran from his nose and a corner of his mouth. But more than that, I noticed the look on his face. His whole face looked hot, his eyes withdrawn like a turtle in its shell. “C’mon. Let’s get outta here.” He rose to his feet slowly, looking for his knapsack and then setting out down the road without a backward glance. Drew pulled himself to his feet, rubbed his palms in his face and then started after Al with me trailing along behind.



I was lost behind them, drifting along in a fog of shame. It wouldn’t have been so bad if Drew had held back, too, but he’d jumped in with both feet (and his jaw) and though they’d thumped him, at least he’d tried to defend himself. But I just froze, paralyzed.



- 12 After a while, I couldn’t stay quiet. “I’m sorry you guys. I’m sorry I was so chicken back there,” I sputtered. “I just . . . I just couldn’t make myself move…” I felt the burning begin in the corner of my eyes and I was afraid I’d cry. Al slowly stopped walking but he didn’t turn around. He just stood there, head down, staring at the oily gravel, back to us. Drew glanced over at me. “Don’t worry about it, Kevin,” he said. We both looked up at Al, a little spooked by his silent stop. Al let out a long shuddering sigh, his whole body seeming to shrink as the air left him. Without looking back, he spoke to me, so quietly I could barely hear. “Like Drew said, Kevin, don’t worry about it. There’s nothing you could’ve done anyway. I mean, look what happened to Drew and me.” He paused for a second. “If you’d fought back, they would’ve kicked the shit outta you, too.” He finally looked over his shoulder at me. He looked painfully serious, but then his eyes flashed down to the gravel and he pursed his lips in a tight smile. “C’mon. I wanna get home before the sun goes down.” He started walking again and Drew and I followed shortly.



Walking with a rapid, angry stride, Al drew farther and farther away from us. “Al’s sure quiet since it happened,” I commented. “Yeah. It’s actually kinda scary.” “Whaddya mean?” Drew stared down at the road for a few moments before answering. He looked up again. “Like if something touched him the wrong way, he’d snap, like a leg-hold trap.” I nodded. I could see that in him, that tension, that suppressed energy. “You know, I just don’t get him. I thought I had him pegged, but then he turns out to have a brain after all and then



- 13 he gets into a fight with guys who are basically the same people he hangs around with all the time.” “I know what you mean,” Drew said. “Geez, Greg said one thing to him and he went crazy.”



We finally got to the edge of the ridge overlooking town. We could see the tower of the town hall rising above the autumn foliage, the square lines of the streets and the deep blue of the lake beyond. The road began to slope downward toward the town. “I need some water,” Al said, taking his knapsack off and sitting down against a tree beside the road. He opened his canteen and took a deep swallow while Drew and I settled ourselves down against the fence on the other side of the ditch. Drew started chuckling quietly. “What’re you laughin’ at,” I asked. “Oh, I don’t know. I just keep thinking about what happened back there. ‘Leave him alone, you bastards,’” he said suddenly in a mock deep voice, making fun of himself. He shook his head. “What a dumb move that was.” “At least you had the guts to do it,” I said ruefully. “Guts or stupidity, I’m not sure which.” Al just ignored this. He was staring down at his boots, eating an apple he’d grabbed from the orchard. “I’m glad you think it’s funny, Drew.” He didn’t look up as he said this, just sat there staring down, arms holding his knees close, rocking slightly back and forth. There was something ominous in the motion, someone balanced on the precipice. Al turned abruptly and flung his apple toward the fence with a sidearm motion, a low grunt coming from somewhere deeper than his throat. He did it so suddenly and so violently that



- 14 Drew and I both flinched, thinking he was aiming at us. But he was just throwing randomly. The apple hit the top strand of fence wire and split cleanly in two, the bottom half dropping straight to the ground, but the top half shooting high in the air, almost straight up, floating for a moment and flashing in the sun before dropping to the earth. Even Al seemed surprised by the slow, floating path of the top part of the fruit. “Jesus,” Drew said with a hint of wonder in his voice. We both stared at Al, wondering what was going through his head. He was back to staring at the ground and rocking. When he finally spoke, his voice was low and flat. “You know I’m never gonna hear the end of this, right?” He looked up at us, then down again, rubbing his hands together like he had arthritis. “I mean, it’s all funny to you guys, you don’t give a shit. You don’t care about those guys, what they think, what they do. But I gotta deal with ‘em at school on Monday. And you can sure as hell bet that my dad’ll hear about this somehow.” Al had a point there. Big Al knew a lot of people in town and, given his personality, there were more than a few who’d enjoy telling him that his son had had the shit kicked out of him. I still remembered Big Al coming to one of our hockey games. We could barely skate as we were still only six or seven. But that didn’t stop Big Al from screaming “C’mon, Al. Get in there and hit him. Don’t be such a pussy!” I had to ask my mom what “pussy” meant when I got home. “Sorry, Al, I just . . .” Drew trailed off, completely unsure about what to say. Al looked up again. His face was strangely contorted, almost twitching, and his eyes looked as though they’d disappear. “You think I enjoy this?” He threw his arms out as he said “this” and held them there as if he were trying to encompass his whole world with the gesture, as if he didn’t have the words, the ability to explain himself so the wordless, sweeping motion of his arms had to stand for whatever was inside him.



- 15 Al continued looking at us, arms slowly settling back to his knees, but neither of us knew what to say. Finally Drew spoke in his normal quiet way. “I’m not sure I know what you mean, Al. I’m not trying to be a smart-ass or anything,” he added quickly, “but I just don’t know what you’re trying to say. I mean, I thought those guys were your friends so I’m not sure why you got into a fight with them.” “Friends,” Al snorted and turned away. He was quiet for a moment, staring down at the town and then he just said, “Yeah, you’re right, Drew. They’re my friends. You make your own bed, I guess.” He stood up to pull his knapsack on and the opportunity to learn more disappeared with him as he headed off down the road.



We never spoke again like that. In fact, we barely spoke at all. Al went back to his usual routine, although he did lighten up on Drew and when he saw me in the hallways, he’d get a strange distant look on his face and then smile wryly and nod slightly. But that was it. There was no sudden breakthrough. In fact, in a lot of ways, he went downhill after that. He got suspended for fighting a few months later and had barely returned to school when he got thrown off the lacrosse team for breaking an opposing player’s arm. He was lucky the police didn’t charge him. And then he was gone. Because I didn’t hang around with Al, I didn’t notice at first. But then one day I saw Hendricks and some of the other assholes and realized I hadn’t seen Al for a while. I knew he hadn’t been suspended or expelled because that kind of gossip spread through the school like wildfire. And I knew his family was still in town because of Big Al’s irascible presence at the grocery store where I’d started to work as a box boy. Eventually, Al’s mom told my mom that he’d moved to Toronto, ostensibly to stay with an uncle and play hockey with a better team. But I also starting hear stories about fights at Al’s



- 16 place, full out screaming matches. It was a small town, after all, so that kind of stuff got around. In the end, though, it didn’t really matter. Al left and never came back, although it was thought that Al’s mom visited him in Toronto now and then. He dropped off the radar screen.



I finished my coffee and stood to leave. My mind was still on that day in the apple orchard. I remembered when we first started, Al decided it’d be easier to pick up the apples that had fallen into the shorter grass on the pathways between the trees. But the apples weren’t protected there. If they weren’t squashed by tractor wheels, they rotted in the sun as Al learned to his chagrin when he reached for a grounder and came up with a mushy handful of rotten apple. I could smell it from where I kneeled in the grass ten feet away and I had to turn my face away so Al couldn’t see me laughing as he cursed loudly. He had to get back in under the trees and crawl around in the deep grass like the rest of us. I left the newspaper on the table. It added nothing to my understanding. Al was “known to the police” in Parkdale and had been arrested before, but that wasn’t a surprise.
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