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One





I spent my time in the frozen air.


The walls were covered with ice.


I sat on a wooden crate, staring through a thick plastic curtain that separated me from the rest of the East Bay Fish Packing Plant.


Through the foggy screen, I watched a Vietnamese man unloading salmon from an air freight box. The salmon had come in from Alaska that morning.


The man lifted each silver-grey fish from the ice and set it in a plastic tub. Now and then he looked around, to see if anyone was watching.


Once I saw him bring his face close to the pink, gutted flesh of a salmon’s belly and smell the meat.


I knew what he was thinking.


When he came to the last box, he set one big salmon aside. When he thought no one would notice, he cradled the fish in his arms and crept out of the warehouse.


The floor manager let the Vietnamese man get ten paces into our parking lot. Then he grabbed a mop and chased him across the compound, out into the street, past the dockside restaurants and halfway up the main road out of Galilee. All this time, he was slapping the man with the mop.


Finally, the Vietnamese dropped his fish on the hot black road and kept running.


The floor manager walked back with the salmon. He smoothed away the dirt as if the silver scales were coins that needed polishing.




*





Then two trawlermen dragged a swordfish off one of the boats. The first man held its tail and the other gripped it by its sword. They heaved the fish onto a cutting table and fed it to a band saw.


I watched the swordfish turn into a puzzle of steaks.


The cutter set its severed head upright on the floor, sword pointing at the ceiling. A boy weighed the fillets and packed them into tubs. In red marker, he wrote down the day’s date and type of fish.


The boy had to stand on a crate while he worked. He had a birth defect that made his legs about the length of a man’s forearm. Normal feet. Normal upper body. But his legs were stumps, taken up mostly by the chubby balls of his knees.


 


I had the worst job at the East Bay Plant. I sat in the freezer all day preparing orders for shipping. Even in a heavy jacket, I was always cold.


I had instructions to wipe off the old dates marked on tubs of fish and replace them with today’s date. That way, the market receiving their order thought they were getting fish fresh off the boat. Sometimes the tubs had been sitting there for weeks. On the cardboard shipping boxes was a picture of a trawler hauling in its nets and below that the East Bay motto: ‘Always Fresh Today’.


The floor manager said if I ever told anyone about changing the dates, he would beat me up and fire me and make sure I never found work on the docks again.


I rode the bus home to Narragansett each afternoon at five, my palms smeared red with ink.


Everything I owned smelled of fish.


Clothes I’d never even worn to the plant smelled of fish.


Fish scales fell out of my hair each time I scratched my head. Even after showering and washing and combing they still flickered down onto my shoulders.


In my dreams, I became a fish and swam down to the wreck of my grandfather’s trawler in the deep water off Block Island. I finned along dark corridors, staring at the algae-covered skulls of his crew.


 


The curtain blew open and a boy named McFarlane tripped into the room. He fell face down on a sack of oysters.


The floor manager strode in, lifted McFarlane by the collar and set him up against the wall. ‘I swear to God I’ll fire you right now!’


‘Go ahead, Ramsey.’ McFarlane squinted down at the little red-haired man. ‘You can’t find anyone else who’d take my place.’


McFarlane’s job was to wheel a trolley back and forth between the plant and the dock. On his trolley he carried fifty-gallon drums of fishguts left over from the cutting line. He dumped the guts in the bay.


‘I could get one of the Vietnamese to do it.’ Ramsey stepped back and wiped his hands on his trousers, trying to remove the stench of guts that McFarlane always carried with him. ‘The Cong will do anything I tell them to do. At least, they would if you didn’t chase them all away!’ Then Ramsey jumped forward again, remembering his anger. ‘I’ll fire your ass!’


‘What did he do?’ I didn’t bother to get up from my crate.


Ramsey wheeled around. ‘How come you aren’t working?’


‘I’m waiting for orders.’


‘I’ll fire you too!’


‘Tell me what he did and then fire me.’


Now that Ramsey had stopped bullying him, McFarlane took a crumpled sandwich from his pocket and began to eat.


Ramsey walked to the plastic curtain and stared through it at the warehouse floor.


‘So what did McFarlane do? Are you going to tell me or not?’


Ramsey sighed. ‘He puts on a pair of green trousers and a green jacket and he goes up to where the Cong are working and stands there like a Department of Fisheries officer. Then he yells, “Freeze! I want all of you to show me your work permit cards!”’


‘They took off like a stampede.’ McFarlane laughed with a small snuffling sound.


Ramsey nodded. “And of course none of them have any work cards because they’re all illegal immigrants.’


‘That’s why the company only pays them a buck fifty an hour.’ McFarlane picked a gaff hook off the wall and used it to tap his knee and test his reflexes.


“So they all took off through the side door and ran away into the swamp and off down the road and drove away in their cars …’ Ramsey sat down next to me on the crate. He didn’t look angry any more.


‘They ride about twenty to a car.’ McFarlane picked bread crumbs off his jacket.


‘Did they come back?’


‘Some of them did.’ Ramsey turned away from the plastic curtain. ‘The ones who figured out who it was.’


‘They were saying “Mafawene! Mafawene!”’ McFarlane blinked slowly and grinned. ‘But Vic’s not going to think it’s funny. Soon as he finds out’ – Ramsey levelled his finger at McFarlane, ‘you’ll end up packed away in one of these tubs.’


 


Vic Vogel was owner general manager of the East Bay Company.


If I asked him a question for which the answer would be yes, he’d say, ‘That’s a rog.’ If the answer would be no he’d tell me, ‘Negatory’.


He hardly ever came down to the working floor. Instead, he watched us from a room built up near the roof. It had a huge glass window. The secretaries worked there.


Vic hired Vietnamese people to work on the squid line, packing the pale pink bodies, like sausages with eyes into boxes marked ‘East Bay Company’ and ‘Always Fresh Today’. Vic and Ramsey called them the Cong straight to their faces.


They wore blue bath hats and their clothes were always stained black from squid ink, which dripped off the conveyor belt and spread across the wet concrete floor. Sometimes ink reached all the way to the other end of the fish house. I watched it seep slowly under the blur of my ice room curtain.


Whenever the real Department of Fisheries officers arrived on inspections, the Vietnamese disappeared.


Ramsey would order McFarlane and me to stand at the conveyor belt. We pretended to box squid while the officer, carrying a gun and a billy club, paced through the warehouse with his hands behind his back, nodding and moving on. Always nodding and moving on.


Squid piled up at the end of the belt. They slapped down to the floor and lay scattered with bath hats dropped by the Cong.


I heard that some of them used to be rich in Vietnam. Some had been officers in the South Vietnamese army. One man, who wore a fake leather jacket with ‘Mr Sensible’ written in white paint on the back, claimed he’d been a general.


 


I squinted at Ramsey’s handwriting on an order form. It looked as if he’d been taught to write by making letters out of matchsticks.


The order was for a hundred one-pound bags of oysters. Each bag had to be weighed individually on a tiny kitchen scale, which was all Ramsey would let me use.


On the seventy-ninth bag, Ramsey walked in. ‘Order’s cancelled.’


I looked up. ‘You’re fucking kidding.’


‘Never do.’ He spun on his heel and walked out.


I stood up from my crate and pounded the walls. Slabs of ice crashed down to the floor. I stamped my feet in the slimy water and yelled at the gloomy-eyed fish laid out in rows like cannon shells. None of what I yelled made sense. I picked up a frozen flounder and spun it across the room like a dinner plate. Then I slumped down on my crate and sat huddled in my coat, listening to trolleys drag past outside the freezer.


McFarlane’s blurred face appeared on the other side of the screen. ‘Secretary wants to see you.’


‘Did she say what for?’


‘There’s been some layoffs. Maybe you’re next.’


I held out one of the yellow slips of paper. ‘Fill this order for me, will you?’


McFarlane took the yellow slip. ‘Will do.’


 


When I first arrived at the East Bay Company, I saw how people spent their time breaking each other down.


It all worked on instinct. You had to carve out a space for yourself and make sure people left you alone in that space.


My space was the ice room.


McFarlane’s space was his trolley and the fishgut barrels. During my first days, McFarlane came to the ice room and gave me a hard time, telling me to do his job while he took a break.


I knew if I gave in and did what he said, that soon I’d be little more than a slave. He’d have me crushed into a space so small I wouldn’t be able to breathe.


So I was as mean to him as I knew how to be and he backed down. In time, I started moving into his space and keeping it for my own, as if it had always been mine.


 


Emily met me halfway down the stairs that led to her office. She was one of the secretaries. She was also Vic Vogel’s daughter.


I couldn’t understand how such a pretty girl came from such an ugly man.


She ran her fingers through my hair and said we were going to the depot again.


The depot was a warehouse where the East Bay Company stored spare equipment for the fish house. It was also where the Cong disappeared to whenever the Fisheries men came by.


I knew Emily before I came to the plant. I had known her for years. Over a couple of months in our last semester at high school, I knew her very well. This didn’t last. I stopped knowing her very well and went back to just knowing her. But now things were starting again.


When I began the job, I didn’t know she’d be working for her father at the plant.


People said she and Vic were too close. He pawed at her and slapped her bottom when she walked by. I heard a rumour they weren’t even related.


 


We walked out to a parking lot behind the warehouse and sat in her rusted black Camaro. We left the doors open. A smell of low tide blew in off the beach.


Heat curled up from car roofs.


Trawlers jammed the dock, most of them empty.


Fishing had been going badly for a while now. Around Christmas time, Ramsey said, the boats used to come in loaded down with yellowtail flounder. Trawlers hit schools of them so large their nets tore out. Then the yellowtail disappeared. Nobody caught more than a couple of hundred pounds a trip, and these fish were small and sickly.


It happened sometimes, Ramsey told me. The fish would vanish for years at a time and then suddenly reappear in sizes bigger than anyone had ever caught before. Nobody seemed to know why.




*





Most times Emily and I left for the depot, we never arrived.


Usually we drove in the opposite direction and spent our afternoon on the sun deck of a restaurant in Narragansett, drinking dark beer in the shade of big umbrellas.


Sometimes we just sat talking in the parking lot.


 


‘I could get you a raise, you know.’ She straddled where I sat in the Camaro, knees pressed into the seat on either side of my waist. She hooked her hands behind my neck and scratched at my head with her nails, making goosebumps show on my arms.


‘You could get me killed if Papa Fish finds out how many times we leave for the depot and how many times we actually get there. If I was him, I’d fire me too.’


‘Don’t call him Papa Fish. Only people who hate him call him that.’ She pulled off her sweatshirt, showing the dent of her belly button and the smoothness of her stomach, and leaving only a tank top with no bra. She moved the hair away from her eyes. ‘Which depot shall we go to today?’


‘Any depot where it’s happy hour.’


She looked past me at the watch on her wrist. ‘Too early for happy hour.’


She started the car and drove out of Galilee. ‘So when are you going to ask me out on a date, James Pfeiffer?’


I laughed and smiled, then turned my head away. A few minutes later, when she asked me again where I wanted to go, I looked at her and realised the same awkward smile was still stitched to my face.


She stopped the car in a parking lot near the Dunes Club in Narragansett. We sat with the windows rolled down, hearing the sea roll and crack on the shore beyond the dunes.


The club hadn’t opened yet for the season. It was still too early for summer people. Too early for the rich boys dressed like poor boys, who spent their time skateboarding up and down the Narragansett boulevard.


‘I’m going to have a hard time clocking out. It’s almost four-thirty already.’ I took off my watch and wound it, the leather band dotted with fish scales. ‘Everything’ll be closed when we get back.’


‘I have the key. I’ll just write your name down. Nobody checks.’ She was in charge of the payroll as well as the phones. She leaned past me and flicked a cigarette out the window.


‘And how are you going to raise my salary without getting both of us killed?’


‘Easy.’ She leaned over and kissed me once. ‘Six dollars.’ She kissed me again. ‘Seven dollars.’ Again. ‘Eight.’


‘You should give your dad some credit.’ I twisted the key in the ignition and turned on the radio. Then I reached outside and played with the coat hanger aerial to find a station clear of static. ‘Your dad knows what’s going on.’


‘Starting to lose your nerve?’


‘No, I’m starting to lose my job.’


My father said you couldn’t trust Vic Vogel. He told me Vic wasn’t smart but he was sly. He never did anything for anybody else that wasn’t first weighed up and primed for payback.


Emily offered me a cigarette and I shook my head. Then she offered me a stick of gum and I didn’t want that either. ‘My dad likes people who like his daughter. So make me like you, Pfeif.’


She looked tanned for this time of the year, pale the way I was only in the webs between her fingers.


I knew she’d been down at the salon, lying on one of those purple-glowing beds and wearing plastic cups on her eyes so as not to go blind from radiation.


‘If I didn’t have this job, things would be different, Emily. If my father hadn’t found me work at the East Bay Plant as a punishment for getting kicked out of college, then things wouldn’t be the way they are. But this is a last straw for me. I just can’t afford to get fired. When it’s over, I promise things can be different.’


She started the car and spun it as we left the parking lot. ‘Don’t worry about when things are over, James Pfeiffer. They’re already over.’ She talked over the sound of gravel cracking off the axle. ‘This has nothing to do with my father or your father. This is all to do with you and me.’


 


A couple of times a day, I walked across the warehouse floor to fetch more shipping containers.


Past the cutters, slicing apart mackerel and scup with long knives and singing to the music on their Walkmans. They flipped the peeled skin and heads into barrels next to them and fed lozenges of pale meat to the conveyor belt. At the head of the belt was a tank where the fish were washed in a weak chlorine solution, then shovelled onto the belt by a woman who used to be a belly dancer. Her nose had caved in from years of snorting cocaine.


I walked past the birth-defect boy, who stood marking tubs with red ink.


Past the jabbering Cong.


The box room was above the fish house floor. An old woman named Claudette worked the place by herself.


She never allowed anyone up there. If I wanted a box, corrugated cardboard with wax lining and ‘East Bay Company’ printed on the side, I took a broom handle and banged on a trap door in the ceiling. Then Claudette would open the trap door and throw down as many boxes as I wanted.


 


No one answered when I pounded at the trap door, so I walked out of the building and up a small iron staircase to the box room entrance.


The door was heavy and armoured and blue, propped open to let in the breeze. I walked in. Rows and rows of musty-smelling cardboard stretched out in front of me.


Claudette caught up with me at the end of an aisle. ‘How many times I got to tell you, you can’t come up here! Vic won’t allow it! You want a box, you bang on the trap door!’ She pointed at me, as if there were others standing nearby and she needed to single me out. ‘I know you! I know your face from a dozen other faces!’


‘I banged on the trap door. No one answered.’ I looked round while she figured out what to say next.


Clean, I was thinking.


No fish, I thought to myself.


It must take less than fifteen seconds to fold one of these boxes together and East Bay uses only about two hundred boxes a day. Hardly any work at all.


I know why you don’t let anyone up here. So they can’t see how little work you do. I nodded, still looking around.


She knew what I was thinking. She yelled at me again to get out.


‘Vic sent me up here to work for you.’ I spat out the lie. The words fell like marbles from my mouth.


‘I don’t need any help. You tell Vic I don’t need help.’


‘I’ll do all the work. You won’t have to do anything. Just tell me what to do and I’ll do it.’ I spoke quickly, the sentences running together.


She tipped her face to one side, a red baseball cap wedged onto her head. ‘When’d he tell you this?’


‘Today. Just now. Just tell me what needs doing and I’ll do it. You go ahead and take a break. You look tired.’


‘It’s hard work.’ She eyed me, trying to see through the lie so she could send me away and keep the box room door locked from now on.


‘I’m ready to work. Just tell me what to do, Claudette.’


‘Well,’ she plodded across to an open space where she folded the boxes. ‘All you got to do is make boxes.’ Then she wheeled around and pointed at me again. ‘But it isn’t so easy as you think!’







*





To cover the tracks of the lie, I told Vic that Claudette had asked me to help her in the box room on a permanent basis.


Vic rested his elbows on his desk and touched the tips of his fingers together. Then he stood up, edged over to the coffee machine and poured himself a mugful, thick and black like creosote.


On the wall behind his desk was a chart of fish caught in New England waters and a calendar with women in bathing suits standing on the decks of trawlers. In big letters and in several languages under this month’s picture was ‘Protect Ocean Cables’.


Vic raised his eyebrows, a solid line of hair running across the base of his forehead which Ramsey called Unibrow. ‘Normally, I wouldn’t agree to something like this. But I like you, James.’


This was an even bigger lie than the one I’d just told him.


He rubbed his knuckles back and forth across his gritted teeth. From the look on his face, it seemed to me he thought I had some information on him. Now he was afraid I’d hurt him with what I knew. ‘I run this company. You know that, don’t you, James?’


‘Yes.’


‘People do what I tell them to do.’


I nodded.


He waved me away.


As I reached the door, he stood and cleared his throat. ‘So how are things with you and Emily?’


‘Things aren’t with me and Emily, Mr Vogel.’


He hiked his trousers up into his balls. ‘Glad to hear it.’


 


I told Ramsey that Vic had transferred me to the box room to work for Claudette. ‘Vic said it was “Definite Confirmed”.’


‘That isn’t right.’ He dropped his cigarette into a barrel McFarlane was wheeling past. ‘I’m going to check up on this.’


‘Vic’s the boss. What can I say?’


‘Shit is what you can say. Shit and shit and shit! Who’s going to work in the ice room? I can’t ever get people to work in there. I’m going to check on this.’ He set down his pen and walked off the warehouse floor.


I knew he wouldn’t talk to Vic. They hated each other.


Vic would have fired him ages ago, but Ramsey belonged to a union and besides, he knew the way Vic ran his business. They’d both been at the place so long there was nothing left to do but hate.


Later, on my lunch break, as I walked out to the warm dust of the parking lot, I saw Ramsey standing on the end of the pier. He was talking to McFarlane. McFarlane leaned on his trolley and barked, ‘Why should I?’


‘It’s only for a little while.’ Ramsey slapped him on the shoulder. ‘I’ll get one of the Cong to dump your barrels.’


McFarlane tipped the barrel on its side. The load of fishguts fell away in a slow spread of oil and scales. Little flounder eyes stared up from a tangle of empty skin, sad and distant and sinking into the green of the bay. ‘This is my job.’ He set the barrel upright on his trolley. ‘I’m good at it. And I can’t stand being in the cold.’


‘It’s only for a little while,’ Ramsey was saying. ‘Just a little, little while.’


 


Claudette and I sat on the roof of the East Bay Plant making boxes.


I clocked her in for work at nine. She showed up around ten with doughnuts and coffee.


By that time, I’d have made all the boxes for the day.


For the rest of the time, she made stews in a crock pot with ingredients she’d brought with her from home.


I peeled carrots and potatoes while she thumbed through cookbooks.


We took turns sitting by the trap door.


When someone banged on the door, we waited a minute before opening and then sounded impatient, as if we had no time to spare.


At four, when the stew had simmered for a few hours, she poured some into a bowl for me and took the rest home to her family.


 


‘You’re the one who’s screwing Emily, aren’t you?’ She leaned back in her chair, baseball cap shading her face.


‘No, I’m not. What makes you think that?’ I squinted at her through the glare off the packing house roof.


‘People say you are.’


‘Well, I’m not.’ I put a box on my head to shield my eyes from the sun.


‘She acts as if you are.’ She leaned across and rested her hand on my knee. Her skin was wrinkled and blue-veined with brown spots. ‘I know what you’re worried about. You’re worried Vic is such a jealous father that he’ll rip your head off and stick it on the flagpole.’ She nodded at the pole outside the front office.’


‘I have a girlfriend someplace else.’ This was another lie.


‘So how come you’re always driving away with her in the car?’ She snorted through her sharp nose. ‘I see everything from up here on the roof.’


‘Just don’t spread any rumours, Claudette. I could do without that.’


‘It’s Emily who spreads the rumours.’


‘Why? Do you know why?’


‘Maybe she wants to get her father mad at you. You know, some people say they aren’t even father and daughter.’


‘I heard that.’


‘I seen some things from up here that would make you think about it.’ She emptied a can of mushroom soup into the crock pot and added white wine from a thermos.


 


I walked up the Escape Road to my bus stop. It was called the Escape Road because, in hurricanes that sometimes ruined Galilee, it offered the only way out to safety.


Sun hung in yellow beams across bulrushes growing at the roadside.


I turned to look back at Galilee, its dockyard spiked with the raised outriggers of fishing boats.


Emily’s Camaro was coming toward me from the plant. I turned and started walking again, hoping she would pass on. But she stopped. She opened the passenger door and told me to get in.


I rested my hands on the hot roof of the car and leaned down. ‘I need to talk with you. People have been saying things about us that will lose me my job. It’s not the job I’m afraid of losing, Emily. I’m afraid of what my father will do to me.’


‘I have to talk to you as well, Pfeif. So get in.’


For a while we didn’t speak.


She drove us out to the lighthouse at Castle Point and parked the car next to a building where wedding receptions took place most weekends in the summer.


‘You have to quit.’ She fed herself a cigarette and lit it with a lighter that hung on a leather strap from her rear-view mirror. Then she sat back and puffed smoke, waiting to see what I’d say.


‘Is this all because we’re not friends like we used to be? Because I didn’t get this job just so I could see you? So you go get me fired?’


‘That’s not the reason.’


‘Then what is?’


‘I can’t tell you right now.’


‘My father’s going to kill me when he hears I’ve been fired.’ I put my hands behind my neck and squeezed at the muscles. ‘He’ll pull me apart.’


‘I’m just telling you for your own good that you have to quit.’


‘What did you tell your dad about us?’


‘Nothing. Nothing to tell.’


‘I’ve been hearing some rumours.’


‘If you’ve been hearing any rumours, they probably came from Claudette. That’s all she ever does. Make up rumours.’


‘It was Claudette who told me.’


‘There you are.’


‘So why do I have to quit? Because we’re not getting along like you wanted us to?’


‘I’m telling you this because I like you. Understand? Let’s not talk about it any more. Just collect your pay and go.’


I opened my mouth to speak, then sighed and closed it again. I looked at the evenness of her face and her dark eyes and for a moment I couldn’t remember why we didn’t get along any more.


 


I walked into Vic’s office the next morning.


Emily was there. As soon as she saw me, she turned away and began to write up the day’s fish prices on a blackboard.


‘I’m sorry, Mr Vogel. I have to quit, at least for a little while. My mother …’


I told Vic my parents needed me to work full time at home.


‘Don’t worry about it.’ He grinned at me, Unibrow riding up on his skull. He went to get my time card and began figuring my pay on a pocket calculator.


Emily turned around behind him, smiled at me. Her teeth were very bright. She mouthed, ‘Fuck me.’


‘I hope this isn’t a problem, Mr Vogel.’


‘Hell, negatory. I understand. You say hello to your dad for me.’ He stood and shook my hand. Then he pulled out a cheque book, the cheques decorated with scenes of geese in a swamp at sunrise, and wrote one for me. ‘I rounded it up a buck or two.’ He moved his fist out slowly until it rested on my chin. ‘Take care, James.’


 


My father and mother sat on the sofa listening to what Emily had told me about having to quit. I said I didn’t know any more about it than that.


They sat there side by side waiting for the rest, but I’d already told them everything.


‘Is that it?’ My father narrowed his eyes.


‘Yes, sir.’


‘Not much of a story.’ He looked at his fingernails.


‘No, sir.’


He scratched the back of his neck and sighed. Then he pointed at me and through me and out into the backyard. ‘Paint the garage.’


 


I sat in my room at the end of the day, hearing a lawnmower buzz grass on a lawn across the street. People flip-flopped down to the beach after getting off work. Sounds of car radios rose into my hearing, were loud and then faded again.


I took the blanket off my bed and pulled it over me where I sat in my chair by the window. It came down to my knees. The only light that reached me was a dark, quiet Hudson Bay green.


For a long time, I sat under the blanket, trying not to think.


 


Two days later, Emily phoned and said she wanted to talk.


I was standing on a ladder painting the garage when her Camaro pulled into the driveway. Flecks of white paint peppered my hair and my shoulders.


I got in her car and we didn’t speak until we reached the parking lot of the East Bay Plant.


‘Why are we going in the back way?’


The car smelled of burnt marijuana and beer.


‘You’ll see.’ She stopped at the far end of the parking lot, away from the plant.


 


A crowd had gathered at the main gate. The cutters and the packers and the Cong. I saw Ramsey and McFarlane. They leaned against a truck, sharing a cigarette.


The gate was closed and a sign had been bolted to it. The sign was too far away to make out the words.


‘Dad filed for bankruptcy yesterday.’ Emily opened the car door and stretched her legs. “The feds are looking for him now.’


‘Where is he? And your mother?’ I heard shouting over by the gate.


‘Bahamas, I guess. And the reason they’re all so pissed off over there is because their last pay checks bounced. Yours may have been the last good one Dad ever wrote.’


‘What do the feds want him for?’


‘Oh, illegal employment, embezzlement of funds, income tax evasion. They read me a list over the phone this morning. I said I didn’t know where he was.’


‘Where are you going to go?’ I caught the sound of breaking glass. The Cong had started pelting offices on the second floor with stones from the parking lot.


Emily chewed at her lip as the windows shattered one after the other. ‘I’m going to live with my uncle and aunt in Newport. I don’t know what else to do. I have some money he put in my bank account before he left. I don’t know when they’re coming back.’ She didn’t look sad. Only tired. ‘Just wanted you to know the reason I made you quit. Didn’t want you to think it had anything to do with me. And the thing about going bankrupt is that you can’t tell anyone or the creditors drop down on you like vampires. If I’d told someone and Dad found out, I think he’d have killed me just like he’d have killed anybody else.’


‘They’re going to tear the place down.’


‘I know it, I would too, if I was them. I brought us here to see the show.’


 


Leaving Galilee, we passed a black and white police car, lights flashing, going in the opposite direction.


Emily dropped me off at the breakwater by Narragansett Beach. It was a moon high tide. Water slapped deep against the stone wall.


I leaned through the open door and kissed her on the cheek. ‘We’ll meet up soon.’


She shook her head. ‘It’s a shame about us.’ Then she put her car in gear and drove away fast down the road to Newport.


For a moment I stood in the road watching her car.


It occurred to me that she was one of the few friends I had, and if we left things the way we’d just left them, I’d probably never see her again.


I sprinted after the black car, felt my breath rush in and out through my clenched teeth.


I had no idea what I’d say to her.


The car slowed briefly. The cat’s eyes of its brake lights flashed red in exhaust fumes as it turned onto the Newport road. Then it picked up speed and was gone long before I reached the corner.


I walked back, sweat sticking my shirt to my chest, and sat on the breakwater, dangling my legs over the stone wall until the water reached my feet.


Then I wandered home and painted the garage until it was too dark to see any more.



















Two





My grandfather washed up on a Block Island beach.


This was in the winter of 1959.


Two fishermen found him rolled in seaweed at the high-tide line. His mouth was full of sand and hermit crabs lived in the pockets of his coat. His boat and the rest of his crew completely disappeared.


My grandmother asked that he be laid to rest near where they found him, so he was buried on the cliffs at a place called Mohegan Bluffs. After the funeral, they set a bronze plaque in the ground.


 


Captain Augustus Weber. 1910–1959.


F/V Matador left Galilee, RI, Nov. 12.59.


And was never seen again.


Requiescat in Pace.


 


Sometimes in late autumn, around Indian summer, my mother took the Block Island ferry, she walked out to the bluffs and set flowers on his grave.


 


My father had been a fisherman since age twelve.


At twenty-four, he bought his own boat.


On his thirtieth birthday, a wave washed him overboard somewhere off Montauk. He drifted for ten hours before another fishing boat picked him up. A shark swam circles around him in the last hour before he was rescued. As a man reached down to pull him from the water, this shark swam from under the boat and butted my father’s chest so hard it broke three ribs. The fish never bit him. People said he had lost his mind by the time they brought him on deck.


When he returned to shore, he promised my mother to give his sons a way out of fishing. All our family had done for generations was run trawlers off the New England coast.


He stayed on as a trawler captain because he couldn’t find a way to make better money than in fishing. Without the money, he figured, he couldn’t keep his promise.


He put my older brother Joseph through college and business school.


The summer after my first year in high school, he sent me to a summer programme at a place called St Regis Prep in New London, where I stayed for three weeks before being sent home on disciplinary action.


I had a recipe for brewing beer from an old cookbook.


I made a mixture according to the instructions and hid the sealed bottles under some floorboards in my room.


A week later, in the middle of the night, the bottles exploded one after the other. They blew the floorboards up and sprayed ugly-smelling fermented yeast all over my bed and the walls and the ceiling.


People told me they could smell it in the dorm across the road.


I realised later that I’d known I would be caught. I knew if I didn’t get caught making the alcohol, then I’d get caught drinking it. And I knew I’d be kicked out.


When I arrived home from St Regis, my father sent me to work with a friend of his named Gunther.


Gunther ran a trap boat out of Newport. He had nets set down a couple of miles off shore from the Newport mansions. The nets were huge, complicated funnels that trapped whole schools of fish.


 


My father thought that by keeping me on the docks and on a fishing boat with the drunks and burnt-out people Gunther hired, I’d see what kind of life was waiting for me if I didn’t follow his advice.


At first I did hate the job. If he’d waited a few days and then allowed me to find a different job, I would have.


But he kept me there too long for what he had in mind. By the end of that summer, I had learned to like the trap boats.


The smells of Gunther’s dock became familiar. Fish. Diesel. Damp wood. Grease. The musty smell of chopped ice.


And I got used to the hours. Waking at four in the morning to catch an early bus to Newport and falling asleep to the sound of the evening news downstairs.


 


Gunther took the first twenty people who showed up at his dock each day. We had to be there by six o’clock. The pay was forty dollars. Each of us had to get his name on the sheet of yellow paper Gunther pinned up, a thick red line twenty spaces down the page. After several months of work, a person could have his name put on the list of regulars, which would be written on the sheet before it was posted. All a regular had to do was arrive by six and write a check mark next to his name.


Some of the regulars lived in the hulk of a boat that Gunther had moored next to his dock. He always talked about fixing it up but never got around to the job. The regulars slept in the bunks, on burlap sacks and old sleeping bags. Each morning in the half-light, they crawled like rats from the hatches and portholes, draped in their filthy clothes.


His work boat was named Baby Boy. It left the dock at six-fifteen, towing four aluminium skiffs used for pulling up the trap nets.


The regulars sat with Gunther in the wheelhouse, or huddled for warmth near the engine pipes in places they had claimed as theirs. Newcomers sat on the stern in shiny new rain gear – or no rain gear at all if they didn’t know what they were doing.


Fishermen who worked at Gunther’s were known by others on the docks as men who had no place else to go. They were men who had seen bad accidents or been in one and couldn’t bear to be away from land for long, but who knew no other trade except fishing. Or they were like me and too young to go out on the trawlers.


By the time we reached the nets, the sun would already be up. Dazzling like smashed glass on the water. Hurting our eyes in the glare.


The skiffs paddled around to each corner of the trap and we hauled in the nets. We clawed our hands through weed-fuzzy twine until the fish were gathered in a small enough area that they could be scooped into Baby Boy.


The net stank from fish that had tried to force their way out through the gaps, became stuck and died.


Rainbows of oil spread on the surface long before the fish began to show.


Then the water frothed with mackerel. They barrelled from one end of the net to the other, ramming the sides so hard that our skiffs dipped down with the force against the twine. Fat, purple electric rays paddled to the surface and sharks beat their way through silver sheets of menhaden.


Gunther scooped his catch onto Baby Boy with a thing like a huge butterfly net. Fish spilled over the deck until there was no room for a crewman to stand except waist-deep in the middle of them, feeling the twitch of hundreds of fish as they died in the pile.


Sometimes the net held more fish than Baby Boy could hold, and Gunther had to set some loose.


I learned from the regulars to bring tinfoil with me, along with a lemon and salt. We searched through the mass for any fish we wanted, filleted it with knives we all carried, then wrapped it in foil with lemon and salt. We baked them on the engine pipes. The pipes were thick with grease from years of cooking.


At Gunther’s dock, we unloaded the fish from his boat, boxed them in ice and were done by midday.


 


I worked next to a man called Kelley, shovelling ice. He stole any black bass he could find in our catch once the boat was on its way home, careful not to let Gunther see him.


Black bass were the most valuable fish Gunther ever pulled from his nets. Kelley stuffed them in a plastic bag and hid them in his overalls, then sold the fish later to a local restaurant.


He didn’t pay any taxes. Instead, he collected his money in cash and hid it some place on the dockyards in a Tupperware box. He said he couldn’t even remember his social security number.


Kelley talked about the big money a person could earn on trawlers, making two- or three-week trips off-shore.


 


The trouble with working off-shore trawlers was that they wouldn’t take a new crewman unless he had experience and then there was no way except on the trawlers for a new man to gain experience. Least of all from my father, who never let me set foot on his boat except when he wanted it cleaned.


I made up plans for having a boat of my own one day. I found ways around doing the dirty jobs that Gunther made the burnouts do because they couldn’t be trusted with anything else.


On the way out each morning at sunrise, I sat in the wheelhouse and made Gunther tell me how his trap nets worked, what sort of boat a person would need to pull nets, how big a crew a captain had to have. Gunther explained everything as he weaved his boat between the scattered lobster-pot buoys.


Years before, my brother Joseph and I bought a lobsterpot and set it down on a thirty foot length of rope a quarter mile off Narragansett beach. In the evenings, we borrowed a rowboat from one of the beach clubs. It was used for rescuing people who had drifted out too far. If we found a lobster in the pot, we stuffed it in a big iron kettle and rowed back to shore. We cooked the lobsters on the beach, in salt water, on fires made from driftwood. We were careful to place the boat back exactly as we had found it, overturned in the dunes with the oars stored underneath. Joseph and I talked about running our own lobster-boat someday.


 


Every summer through my high school years, I worked for Gunther. I became one of the regulars, and could have run the boat as well as Gunther.


My mother and father didn’t stop me, but they made things difficult at home.


Summer became a time of slammed doors and sighing, with things not said and ugly lengths of silence at the table. While my father was in port, he’d let me take a couple of hours rest from Gunther’s before driving me down to the Galilee docks and putting me to work on his boat, a ninety-five foot, steel-hulled trawler named Glory B. As long as I lived at home, he said, there would be chores to do.


Dad liked to keep his engines ticking over at the dock. He gave me a bucket of water and told me to scrub out the engine room. He had me cleaning pipes that didn’t need to be cleaned and scrubbing the floor which had been scrubbed so many times the paint was worn off.


I’d climb down a steel ladder to the engine room and see him watching me from the deck. He wore baseball hats with foam padding on the front and plastic mesh at the back. He wore his hats until the mesh holes were completely clogged with engine grease and dirt.


On my knees scrubbing and scrubbing, the two vast Cat engines thundering in neutral on either side of me, I’d look up sometimes through trickles of sweat and see him standing at the top of the ladder.


When he saw me looking, he’d turn away.


Once I stood and yelled at him. ‘Why doesn’t Joseph have to do this?’


His voice barely rose above the hammer of the engines. ‘Joseph has problems of his own.’


I dropped back on my knees and kept scrubbing.


When I raised my head a few minutes later, he was still there. Just standing there. Tall and thin and weathered.


 


Joseph had a plan to make a million.


The plan didn’t work and he found himself heavily in debt. He lived at home to avoid paying rent on an apartment. The plan came from a man he met in the restaurant of a hotel when he was in Massachusetts interviewing for the First Bank of Boston. This was in his last year at business school.


The restaurant had been doubling people up at tables because of crowds.


The man sat next to my brother. He said he was a dealer in solar panels, and told my brother about an idea to use little solar cells, like the ones you find in pocket calculators, to run an address file.


The file would hold phone numbers and addresses like any other, except this one would turn automatically when you pressed a button, powered by a solar cell that could pick up its light from a desk lamp as well as the sun.


The man asked Joseph if he thought it would be a good idea. It was something he’d just thought up. Popped into his head only the night before. The man was dying for an opinion, he said. Would it work? Would anybody buy the thing?


Joseph told him maybe so.


The offer from First Boston didn’t sound as good as this new idea to sell solar-panelled address files, so he turned them down.


When he got home he stole the idea, patented it and took out a big loan from the bank to begin production.


 


In the first weeks, while parts to the machine were being built, Joseph drove to different chain stores and tried to get them interested in buying. He hard-talked them the way he’d learned to hard-talk in business school. At home he read books about subliminal persuasion and martial arts books to get himself in the right frame of mind. He wouldn’t leave the stores until they’d at least said maybe.


All through the autumn my last year of high school, I watched his car pull in over fallen oak leaves in the driveway.


Each day it was the same.


The car would stop and for a while he’d stay at the wheel, staring at the lawnmower and old rakes at the back of the garage. His car looked dusty from being on the road.


Then Joseph would get out, set his briefcase on the hood and stretch, untucking his shirt with the movement.


He’d shut the car door with his foot, walk across the gravel driveway to the back door and disappear into the kitchen.


I watched this through the mosquito screen of my bedroom window.


I’d hear nothing for a bit and then the sound of the TV being switched on.


After that, I’d go back to lifting free weights at my bench, listening to the car click and mutter itself quiet in the garage and to Joseph in the kitchen telling Mother what he did all day.


 


The address file was mounted on a large box. This box contained the flat purpley solar panel screens.


The machine had to be directly in the light to work. When you pressed the On button, the file made a humming noise and the little pages flipped from A to Z. It had a red tab for marking the place where the file should start turning.


It came in several colours including camouflage, because Joseph thought he could get the army interested.


He contracted a local man to assemble the units and a company in Virginia made the parts. They arrived at our house in boxes of fifty, marked ‘ROLOMATIC. FRAGILE!’


After a few days of putting the Rolomatics together, the assembly man called Joseph and said he wanted more money.


So Joseph hard-talked him, too.


At home he talked about Will to Power and the Ninja of the Nuclear Age.


Sometimes I’d wake up in the night and hear the humming of Rolomatics from down in the basement where Joseph tested them with a heat lamp for keeping French fries warm. He didn’t trust the man to assemble the units correctly, so he made spot checks. Sometimes he checked only ten. Sometimes three hundred.


Some of the local chain stores agreed to put the Rolomatic in their shops to see how it would make out, but told him he’d have to wait until spring before any appeared on the shelves. In the meantime, they wanted some promotional fliers made up.


We had eight thousand Rolomatics in the basement. They had a certain smell. New and sterile.


He set Mother to work making up slogans for the fliers and paid an artist to draw the easy-to-follow instructions:


A woman’s hand pushing the On button.


The face of a man with a big chin looking at the Rolomatic and smiling because he found what he was looking for in the file.


The Rolomatic on a neat desk top, along with a typewriter and telephone and a picture of someone’s family.


Everything was black and white. Almost every sentence in the instructions had an exclamation mark at the end of it.


They decided on a slogan: ‘Rolomatic … Find Facts Fast!’


In the evenings when Joseph was home, he talked about the way he did his business.


No one could suggest a better way for doing something. No one could criticise.


Joseph stuck a message board on the door to the basement, where you could write things and wipe them off. At the top Joseph wrote ‘Suggestions’. If we had anything to say, he told us, we should write it up there and he’d see to everything in due time.


Now suddenly everything he owned was precious and not to be touched.


It made me nervous to see how much he valued the things he set around himself. There wasn’t anything I could use or borrow that he didn’t see as abused or put back in the wrong place when I’d finished with it. Wasn’t an argument I could have without his saying that he ran this house when Dad wasn’t around, and if I didn’t like that, I should think about moving on.


Joseph said he’d employ me when I graduated. My job would be to travel up and down the east coast selling Rolomatics to the big chain stores. I’d get a percentage. He’d show me the ropes.


He sold me two shares at twenty dollars apiece, sold some to Mother and Father, then went down to the docks and sold some to my father’s friends.


He rigged up an answering machine. When he made the recording, he asked my mother to type on her typewriter in the background to give it the feel of being a busy office.


Kids called up pretending to be Russians and Japanese and ordering six million camouflage Rolomatics.




*





When the chain stores displayed their spring inventory, they put the Rolomatics on their shelves and we waited for orders to come in.


Another address file arrived in the shops at the same time. It was called a Rolosomething as well. This machine was smaller and much simpler and had no solar cell


Joseph said not even to give it a thought.


It turned out that the other Rolothing was marketed by the same man Joseph stole the idea from, only the man had abandoned the idea of solar panels and gone for something cheaper.


He called several times to say that Joseph was a thief and a bastard and that anyway the solar panel idea wouldn’t work.


Joseph laughed an unnaturally long laugh and said we’d see about that soon enough.


Then he ran down to the basement and tested a thousand Rolomatics under his French fry lamp.


The Rolomatics sold well for about a week.


Then the chain stores began receiving complaints from people who said they had to hold the thing right up to a light to make it work. Sometimes the file cards became stuck and the roller wouldn’t turn. One business claimed the noise was offensive, like a poo-poo cushion being sat on. It was too big, they said, and sometimes it went off by itself.


Meanwhile, the other Rolothing sold so well it became almost a cult item. Anybody who was anybody had a Rolothing on his desk.


The chain stores took Joseph’s Rolomatic off the shelves after a month.


We still had 7,500 units in the basement.


When the Rolomatics failed, my father bought back from his friends at the dock the shares Joseph had sold them. But he never told Joseph.


I found it out from someone at the East Bay plant.


He had spent a long time listening to Joseph’s plans, nodding slowly and quietly and continuously as Joseph mapped out the possibilities.


Now with the business gone under and Joseph in debt up to his skull, my father began pulling me aside and telling me to walk with him after dinner.


‘Alls I want from you is hard and honest work. No hocus-pocus. No damn samurai self-help books like Joseph bought. Alls I ever think about when I’m out on the water is how proud I’m going to be of you one day. I’m giving you the raw materials and you shape them into a way of living that doesn’t smell of fish and that keeps the family together. I wish my father’d have done this for me when I was young. Now, when you get a wife and kids, you can come home to them at the end of the day and still be making a living. Your mama and I don’t have that. It’s what we want for you. And when Joseph gets back on his feet, he’ll have it too. I swear to God, I never did think those dinky Rolomatics would work. Between you and me.’


 


I hated sitting down to dinner with my brother at the table.


The house began to smell very clean and disinfected. Nothing was ever out of place. Joseph wandered through the rooms arranging things in piles and categories. He stacked magazines exactly together and alphabetically in the basket by the sofa.


The Rolomatics in the basement seemed to me like insects, crawling over each other in the dark. Once I found him in the laundry room, long after my mother and father had gone to bed. He was sitting on the dryer with a Rolomatic held up to the bare bulb that lit the room. He moved the blank cards back and forth, set the red selection tab and moved them some more.


‘I fucked up,’ he said when he saw me. ‘I fucked up the American Dream.’




*





From high school, I graduated to the University of Southern Massachusetts, where I stayed for one year before getting in a fight with another student.


I went up in front of the Executive Committee, and they kicked me out for the rest of the semester. Two months and the summer.


The fight started over a stolen camera.


I had taken up photography as soon as I arrived at university. Photography was the only class in which I received good marks. All my other grades went to hell because of photography.


At the end of the fall semester, my maths report had said, ‘Don’t give up!’


Under the grade on my physics final, the instructor wrote, ‘Absurd.’


All my free afternoons I lived in the dingy developing room with another boy named Ronald Bartlett. He ran a portfolio business, for people on campus who were trying out as models. He did birthdays, weddings and fraternity parties. Bartlett had spent so many years in darkrooms that he even smelled like developer chemicals.


We worked in the soft glow of red lights. The room echoed with the sound of running taps and the rustle of paper in large plastic trays.


After a few weeks, tiny brown spots began to appear on my skin from the chemicals.


I photographed events for the school newspaper. Sports and charity drives and class reunions. For the first couple of months, I had to borrow a camera from a teacher. The director of photography let me work in the darkroom mixing chemicals and helping people wind their film onto developing spools in the dark. I worked until I had enough to buy a decent camera, an old rangefinder Canon.


I’d go back to my dorm with a batch of prints and hang them on a clothes line strung across my room. Then I’d sit at my desk staring at my other assignments until I had a stomach ache. After that, I’d go out and take more pictures.


The film and developing paper were getting too expensive, even with my darkroom job, so I applied to a real-estate company to take pictures of properties they had for sale. I handed over a portfolio of my best pictures. They said they were looking at a number of applications and would get back to me. A week later, they gave me the job.


The properties were never far from town. I took the bus or walked or borrowed cars and bicycles from friends.


I was in business two weeks before someone stole my camera.


No one had cameras to lend and I couldn’t afford a new one. I phoned the real-estate people and told them it would be a while before I could get hold of a new camera.


They said it was too bad and that they were giving the job to another student, named Bartlett.


Bartlett.


Now and then after the camera disappeared, Bartlett lent me developing paper while I rummaged through old negatives trying to find photos to show in class. He used his own camera all the time and couldn’t lend it to me.


When Bartlett was out working for the real-estate company one day, I went into his locker to borrow some developing paper. The locker was closed with a padlock but I knew the combination because he’d told me it had the same set of numbers as his birthday.


In the locker was the case for my camera. Not the camera. Only the case.


I walked into the empty developing room and sat on the floor, red lights all around. I weighed the case in my hands, feeling the leather texture printed on the black plastic.


Then I began walking to the place I knew Bartlett would be. He was taking pictures of a new block of condominiums at the other end of town. I walked, and after a while I started running.


By the time I reached the condominiums, I was sweating in streams down my face. I still held the case in the knot of my fist.


I found him winding a new roll of film into his camera. I stood sweating and breathing hard in front of him, holding out the case and not able to speak.


His eyes popped when he saw what I was carrying. ‘What were you doing in my locker?’


I tried to slow my breathing so I could talk. ‘Where’s my camera?’


‘How did you get into my locker?’


‘Where the hell is my camera?’


‘My locker and what’s in it is my own business. I suggest you don’t mention to anyone what you just did.’ He finished with the film and snapped the back of his camera shut. He had been crouching over the film to shade it from the sun. Now he stood.


‘Give me back my camera.’ I threw the case in the mud, churned up by work boots and trucks. ‘Give me back my job.’


‘I don’t have your camera. I’m busy. I have to go.’ He turned to leave.


I grabbed him by the arm and spun him around.


He stepped back. ‘Get your hands off me! Don’t you lay a finger on me!’


Over his shoulder, I saw a workman on a half-built roof. He had stopped what he was doing and looked down on us.


‘I’m going to ask you this one time, Bartlett. What did you do with my camera? Where is it now? And why the hell did you take it?’


‘I found the case. I was going to give it back.’


‘When did you find it?’


‘A couple of days ago.’ He sat on the hood of the car and put his foot on the bumper. He blinked fast and his mouth was twitching.


‘You’ve seen me half a dozen times in the last couple of days, and all we talked about was my camera. You took it and you know it. How the hell could you do that? Did you want this job that badly?’ My knees and my elbows were shaking.


‘I applied for this job at the same time you did. It should have gone to me and you know it. I’ve been taking pictures years longer than you have.’


‘You have jobs all over campus.’


‘This is a real job.’


‘Why the hell did you steal my camera? Just tell me why you did it?’


‘Listen to me, Pfeiffer. You have nothing to go on. You have no proof.’


‘This is proof!’ I picked my case out of the dirt and shook it in his face. ‘Right here!’


‘All we have as proof, Pfeiffer, is that you broke into my locker. You took a job that you know should have gone to me. Now I have the job. Why don’t you save up and buy a new camera?’


At first, I didn’t remember hitting him. Suddenly he was just lying in the dirt, blinking up at the sky with blood running slowly from his nose down the side of his face. My knuckles ached, as if they had been pulled apart and stuck back together the wrong way.


It wasn’t for several seconds that I recalled my arm swinging out. I remembered how he had sat there for a moment without moving and I thought I didn’t hit him hard enough. I hadn’t ever hit anyone before. Now he’s going to kill me, I thought. Then he slid off the hood and onto the ground.


I looked up and saw several workmen looking down at me. They muttered to each other.


‘He stole my camera!’ I shouted up to them.


Bartlett still lay on the ground. I picked him up and sat him back down on the hood of his car. He fell off again. Blood from his nose had spread across his face and soaked his collar. He continued to blink straight in front of him.


I put him in the car and drove to the university clinic. While I sat in the waiting room, the campus police arrived.


They took me to their office and I sat opposite an officer who asked me to tell him the story, typing out what I said on a computer.


I tried to speak clearly. I tried to stay calm, sure that as soon as they found out the truth, they’d let me go and no more would be said. But in the back of my mind, I had a sense of things crumbling, of everything falling apart.


 


In the week leading up to the Executive Committee’s enquiry, I became convinced nothing would happen to me once they found out what Bartlett had done.


On the day, I wore a jacket and tie and sat at the end of a table lined with professors.


The room was high-ceilinged and panelled with dark wood. Footsteps echoed in the hall outside. The place smelled of polish and old tobacco.


Bartlett wasn’t there. I hadn’t seen him all week.


‘Now, James.’ The man at the head of the table was an English teacher named Mr Mahoney. ‘You maintain that Ronald Bartlett stole your camera. Is that true?’


‘Yes. He stole it.’ I fiddled with the top button of my shirt. It was cutting into my windpipe.


‘Can you prove he stole it?’ Mr Mahoney asked all the questions. Six or seven other professors took notes, looking up now and then to see my face as I talked.


‘I found the case for it in his locker.’


‘Ronald Bartlett says you’re lying. He says there wasn’t any case in his locker.’ Mr Mahoney held up a typed statement from Bartlett.


‘I found my camera case in his locker. That’s what happened.’ I lifted my hands from where they rested flat on the shiny wood table. I looked at the sweat marks of my palms and fingertips on the polish.


‘Now why would someone who presumably was your friend steal a camera from you?’


‘I guess he was angry he didn’t get the job. I don’t know why he stole it.’ I wondered then if I ever had been friends with Bartlett, if it hadn’t just been me trying to make friends with him all the time.


‘Even if he did steal your camera, what makes you think you have the right to hit him? Why didn’t you come to us?’


‘That would be like running to my mother.’


‘What if you’d killed him, James?’


‘Then he’d be dead, Mr Mahoney.’ None of this was going the way I thought it would.


‘Mr Pfeiffer, you are in a lot of trouble, and if you don’t take us seriously, we will make you take us seriously.’


‘Isn’t anybody going to talk about him stealing my camera?’


‘If we were sure he did steal it, then we’d talk about it, James.’ Mr Mahoney took the cuff links from his shirt and set them on the table in front of him.


I fixed my eyes on the little gold tablets joined by tiny gold chains. Then I looked at the committee, fanning my eyes across their faces.


I said I was telling the truth.


 


I waited in the hall while they decided what to do.


I stood with my hands in my pockets, acid-stomached and a feeling in my throat as if someone had his hands around my neck.
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