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CROSSING THE WATER

“A skilled and careful writer. . . . Robb’s adventures and misadventures in Crossing the Water provide convincing evidence that effort is sometimes its own reward.”

—The Washington Post

“A chronicle of brinkmanship; wise, fumbling, and vivid. I read without wanting to stop, and when I did, it peopled my sleep.”

—Edward Hoagland

“It’s a rare pleasure when a new author shows not only notable talent, but the skill and chutzpah to go where no one else has gone before. Daniel Robb takes a subject that many have considered but few understood—juvenile delinquents—and writes about it with rare insight.”

—Amazon.com

“A powerful and profoundly moving book about the greatest challenge some of our boys will ever face: growing safely into manhood.”

—Michael Gurian, author of The Wonder of Boys and A Fine Young Man

“Disturbing, funny, and wise, this memoir charts Robb’s eighteen months as a resident teacher working with troubled youth at a small progressive school on a remote, picturesque island near the Massachusetts coast. . . . Robb, with a keen ear for dialogue and an instinct for telling detail, captures the humanity of each boy, thus avoiding Blackboard Jungle cliches, so the reader sees through the tough facade of the car thief, arsonist, or headbanger to the insecure, lonely kid underneath. . . . This beautifully written, compassionate book should appeal to a wide readership.”

—Publishers Weekly

“Reflective, spare, and beautiful. . . . This is a book worth reading before forming easy opinions about ‘kids today.’ ”

—Bill McKibben, author of Long Distance: A Year of Living Strenuously

“Robb has a wonderful ear for the varied dialects of his characters—the broad New England vowels and clipped hip-hop obscenity let us feel the individuality of each boy and teacher. In a style both lyrical and blunt, Robb writes of his struggle to give the guidance he never had and be the rescuer he so fervently wished for in his youth.”

—Booklist

“Robb’s story may be one that we have heard variations on before, but the scene is very different—in the isolation and beauty the island presents, some young boys who never had hope find their hearts and souls in sand and trees and the quiet understanding of a teacher who truly wants to help.”

—Bookreporter.com

“Candidly narrated with a great deal of compassion and thoughtfulness, this profoundly heartrending account is enjoyable to read and hard to put down.”

—Library Journal
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For the boys of Penikese, and those who know ’em.
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But I have observed that profane men living in ships, like the holy men gathered in monasteries, develop traits of profound resemblance. This must be because the service of the men and the service of a temple are both detached from the vanities and errors of a world which follows no severe rule. The men of the sea understand each other very well in this view of earthly things, for simplicity is a good counselor and isolation not a bad educator. A turn of mind composed of innocence and skepticism is common to them all, with the addition of an unexpected insight into motives, as of disinterested lookers on at a game.

—FROM Chance, BY JOSEPH CONRAD

An island is but a ship at anchor a little while.

—ANONYMOUS
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Prologue

LET me tell you a little about this book. It isn’t a manual, and it isn’t a minute-by-minute account of teaching at the Penikese Island School. Rather, it is a journal in which I’ve tried to convey what it felt like (looked like, sounded like) to teach the boys of Penikese. It tries to open a window on life at a school for delinquents on a small island a long way from anywhere.

What follows is an account of a school which is less a school than it is a family, or a way of life, a rhythm, a discipline, a music, with many voices of boys competing with mine for ownership of the tale. Here are the words that found their way into my journal over the course of three years. But I hope you see it also as an American coming of age for this boy, who finally figured out what he’d been trying to see all these years, which was how his growing up had affected him, where his angers had their roots, and how to get out from under the weight of his youth, which pinned him still to the field.

We are in trouble here. We all know it. Our children have begun to kill each other, and recently our schools have become the killing fields. Every few months another tragedy leaps from the headlines. Why? How have we failed to bring our young people along? It is a societal failure, and traceable to the lineaments of our country, to the living rooms, with soft lights within, which line any road you care to drive down.

This book is about a small and specific school for juvenile delinquents on a small and specific island off the coast of Cape Cod. It is not about every boy who has lost his way in the great expanse of these United States, but it is about a few of them, and their story is, to some extent, every boy’s story. This book is also about my experience of the island and the school, as a staff member, over the course of three years (eighteen months of which are detailed in this book). It is not about what everyone might experience out there, but I believe there is something of me in every American, and the other way too.

Woods Hole, Massachusetts, where the school was born and from which its umbilicus still trails, is a way of seeing the world, a vantage, a scent, a thrust of land out into the currents of the North Atlantic, a warren of people and rocks and streets that somehow holds off the sea. It is home to fishermen, gardeners, merchants, caretakers, wacko artists, barkeeps, waiters, black dogs, teachers, old hippies, catch-as-catch-canners, scientists, and the wealthy who the former crowd have attracted in order to supply themselves with a livelihood. It is a three-sided peninsular end of Cape Cod, well-wooded and possessing a deep harbor, through whose fingers eddy warm waters born in the great Gulf Stream.

We all feel it, we who wander the streets here, as if the enormous energies moving just offshore were a pantograph generator flickering possibility in strong lines of power. We sit on the shores and observe the water, or go out even on the currents in boats and suspend ourselves on the ether of the sea, hoping, I think, for transformation. There is the feeling here that it might happen, that hopes dimly remembered, of brotherhood and sisterhood, of artistic elopement and self-reliance and ecstatic tolerance and the barn-raising of a community, might just happen.

It is a place where the best-known carpenter, who takes care of the Community Hall and the old schoolhouse—still the spiritual heart of the village—went to Harvard and then found a richer life in a chisel and mallet. There is some hardship in the town, to be sure, some existential angst and the inevitable hard-drinking crew at the Captain Kidd, the local bar. But there is money floating around, money to be made if you want it. Hell, I can get work as a second-rate carpenter at eighteen dollars an hour without a hassle. It is a place that has time to invent a school such as Penikese, to be open to what some would call dilettantism. I’m not saying that the school is a farce—it isn’t—just that it wouldn’t happen in many places, places where folks don’t consider trying to survive on $17,500 (and a boatload of verbal abuse) per year because life is too damned hard to consider working so hard for a pittance. Life isn’t that hard in Woods Hole.

Too, there is a remembrance of some of the New Deal, and the Kennedy idealism here, the notion that one should ask what one can do for one’s country.

The central question of this book, however, is what makes a boy screw up, turns him toward the belief that he is outside the domain of what would save him, make him whole, safe, valued, loved, integral. When I trace the river to its source, wondering where the lives of the boys and my own have diverged, I come always back to the place, Woods Hole, and its main effects on me, to its green hills giving onto the sea, its eccentric elders wandering its streets, to its hounds, minstrel black dogs with brown eyes watching from the edge of the wood, to its rugged coast strewn with dories, each an advertisement of the easy pull with oars into bay and sudden ocean. More than anything else it was the place that kept me, this once boy, out of the mere.

In winter, a kid, with a six-month sentence and a court order remanding him to Penikese in his pocket, along with four cigarettes and his auntie’s phone number, rolling into Woods Hole on a Greyhound bus and seeing for a few torturous minutes the world through my eyes, would see first a little cup of a harbor off to the south, across the highway, down a hill and on the far side of the old rail line, with a line of Coast Guard cutters and buoy tenders along its western edge. Then the bus would pass the white bank building, a one-story affair in white, vaguely Georgian in feature, then the strong-piled stone walls of the small library on the right, then the incongruous Pie In The Sky Bakery, in its ’50s stark cube of pillar and glass, where one watches Manny the baker massive-fore-arm-kneading pastry dough behind the counter, and then the post office, in old brick, a room of combination boxes and an open window onto the profane and gustily friendly back room of the postmen, then several smaller stores, and the heart of the village would be glimpsed as the bus hung left and dropped him at the ferry terminal. He would have seen the drawbridge for a moment, the short fat bridge which crosses the channel into Eel Pond, and around which hunker the Community Hall and the old Firehouse and the Fishmonger Cafe and the bar, The Captain Kidd. He would get off the bus and note the expanse of Great Harbor reaching away from the ferry terminal toward the Hebridean Elizabeth Isles, and he would be met by a Penikese staffer and escorted along Luscombe Avenue to a right on Water Street and a left on School Street, where he would pass soon the old four-room schoolhouse looking out over Eel Pond, and then a low place in the road where he could look out again over the pond and see the village crowding its shores, the buildings of the great scientific institutions in brick and cement encircling it halfway, and the wood frame houses circling the other way, with lobster boats and various floating things hunting around on moorings in a fitful southwest breeze. This was where I grew up. This was what saved my ass. And if my childhood hadn’t been lived around questions of abandonment and living on the outside of the establishment, I might not have been pulled toward Penikese at all.

My father and mother split in Pittsburgh when I was three, and my mother and I wound up, by the time I was seven, in Woods Hole, in an old and crooked house on the shores of the pond around which the village gathers.

The dream of a day as a boy of seven began with breakfast by the pond in the ancient kitchen (built around the time of the war with Mexico), with my mother trying to warm the porous house with oil or wood, her dishing up eggs and toast or cereal as several cats milled around outside in the warming morning, then my walk of two hundred yards along the eastern edge of the pond, through dank and smelling mud, past carcasses of fish, undisclosed sea beasts, garbage, an occasional bird, under piers, through a litter of old moorings and abandoned marine filigree, to the old schoolhouse, gray, built and opened in 1885, two stories and wood-framed and square, solid, a good-natured building on a low hill overlooking the pond.

In the school there lived (as far as we students were concerned) five teachers—Mrs. Edwards, Mrs. Perkins, Mrs. Eckhardt, Mrs. Zuck, and Mrs. Barrow—whose life’s purpose seemed to be to know each of us village kids for five years, to fill us with as much knowledge as they could, and to send us home at three each day never having mentioned the possibility that any of us might be destined to fail. We all lived, within those walls, in a state of mutual admiration and accomplishment, most of the time. It was a cloister in which I learned of how things might be: it was a village school.

Without its large windows and broad-boarded floors, its old bell rung (with a long rope disappearing into the dim belfry) for recess, its lumpy schoolyard lined with old oaks, its calm old rooms, each of which held an entire grade, I might not have made it. There were two other things which contributed, in the main, to my doing all right: the aforementioned town, with its grounding effect, and the steadiness of my mother’s home, whose roof never leaked and whose walls offered refuge always.

Without these steadying effects, I might not have loped easily into college and work and teaching, for my father was hardly around, and there was the unmistakable sense in me of having been left behind—which is the lowest common denominator among young men in trouble. They, not knowing where they fit in, and lacking a guide, get angry.


1

SEPTEMBER 1. We were pulling up to the dock. George threw the Hill into reverse, bringing us to a gentle stop, and Ned—a taut, tall, feral-looking boy with long brown hair, wearing black jeans and a black leather vest, a silver skull hanging on a thong against his bare chest—jumped on board with a stern line.

“How ah ya, Jawj?” he bawled as George came out of the cabin.

“Fine, Ned. Where are the rest of your clothes? What makes you think I want to see that naked belly of yours?” Ned smiled, showing that he enjoyed the banter, and we clambered up onto the dock. Another kid sauntered down toward us, a broadly-made kid with a strong Italian face and a ponytail of tight black ringlets.

“Sonny, how about giving Dan here a walk around the island?”

“What, this guy?” he said, jabbing a thumb my way and smiling. “This another suckuh who wants to come work out heah? Yeah, I’ll give you a friggin’ toah. C’mon.”

He took me past a massive woodpile of four-foot logs—maybe fifteen cords in all—and along a wagon path which wound through thickets of honeysuckle and sumac, past what looked like an ancient fisherman’s shed. From there we headed up a hill to the wood-framed carpentry shop, then past the main house, which he told me was a copy of the oldest home on Nantucket, and further into the buildings and grounds, all built by hand in the past twenty years by the staff and students. We passed the chicken coop, home to forty layers, and the weathered outhouse, crescent moon cut out of the door, a three-holer labeled “chapel,” passed the small barn and boat shop, and then headed west, along the upper edge of a hay field. We ambled along an old stone wall there, and I asked him what he thought of the place.

“It’s all right, most of the time. Some of the staff are suckuhs, though. I don’t know why they fuckin’ do it.”

“Do what?”

“Work out heah. You gotta be crazy to want to come to a place like this.”

I looked out over the island. Behind us, to the southeast, Cuttyhunk and Nashawena lay a mile distant over the water. North, at the base of the field, was the cove, with Tubbs, the peninsula of the island, at the far side, and beyond that Buzzards Bay, stretching away, shimmering in the sun. It was late August, and while the leaves were still on the low sumac trees and virginia creeper and viburnum, the grass was turning blond, losing its juice to the air.

“It’s beautiful out here,” I said. “I think that’s part of it. I mean, it’s so quiet, a place where you can think. A lot of people need that.”

Sonny looked at me with a combination of disdain and sympathy.

“Christ. If I hear that again I’m gonna puke. What’s so beautiful?”

“The whole scene,” I said. “You know, it’s like a movie. Water, sky, tall grass blowing in the wind.”

“Another suckuh. There’s nothin’ heah. Just a lotta grass and stupid guinea hens and shit. What the fuck izzat?”

He liked shooting holes in my thoughts. We walked on, talking of where he was from.

“Charlestown.” He said the word as if “r” were no part of it.

“You like it there?”

“What do you mean do I like it? It’s where I’m from. Course I like it. I ain’t got a choice.”

The path ran north, following that falling-down stone wall which was the western limit of the hay field, and then meandered northwest, past a huge boulder, a glacial erratic, to the low picket rectangle that I knew would mark the final resting place of sixteen lepers, left behind in 1921 when the island was abandoned by the state as a leper colony. I had read about that cemetery, but it was still strange to come upon it. Even Sonny seemed quieter once we were near it.

As we looked, the waves came on in ranks, breaking on the rocky shoreline twenty-five yards from the old settlement, which was abandoned and dynamited in 1921 to keep the disease from spreading.

“That’s all the dead lepers,” Sonny said with a slight wave of his hand toward the cemetery. “Prisoners just like us.” As he said this he rolled his eyes.

I said something like, “At least you get to leave,” and he volleyed with, “Yeah, not soon efuckinnough.”

“How come you want to leave so bad?”

“Look, I know you’re new out here, but don’t be stupid. This is a fuckin’ jail, with water for bars.”

“A lot of people would kill for this view,” I said.

“That ain’t nothin’ I chose.”

“Well, at least you aren’t a leper, right?”

I had left myself open for the kill.

“Oh, yeah. Thank you God. I’m just in jail. At least I don’t have a terminal disease. I am sooo thankful.”

He was enjoying himself. He took me further, showing me the crumbling foundations of the lepers’ cottages. We stood on the edges of the old walls, built with rounded beach stone and cement, kicking pebbles and shards of mortar down into the grass and twisted bed frames in their cellar holes, open to the sky. The wind moved with a chirr through the tall grass which grew all around, and which was littered with old lobster-pot buoys and scraps of wood from long-ago sundered boats. In the five-mile distance the hills of South Dartmouth and Padanaram stood out dark against the bay. I imagined the fine wooden yawls and ketches of the Concordia boat works lying lithe at their moorings in the harbor over there, lean and sexy with their narrow white hulls.

We headed back, through the grass and up the hill again to regain the spine of that stone wall. My thought was of the feel of the place—beautiful desolation and isolation. Sonny had managed to be both surly and charming at once. We made small talk. I asked him what did he like about the place, and he said,

“The weekends, coffee and a smoke on the deck—I mean a cup of some of the strong black stuff Gail makes—and some of the staff, and cooking breakfast for myself on Sunday mornings, and that’s about it. I’m out in three months.”

“What are you in for?” I ventured, hesitant to broach a sensitive subject.

“Grand theft auto.”

He wore the words like a badge.

“I took one too many,” he said, with the emphasis on “one.” “I can take anything. I have taken anything. Fifteen seconds with a screwdriver, I’m gone.”

“What was the best you ever took?”

“Cream Mercedes 580 something. Turbo diesel. They’re tough ’cause you gotta have glow plugs firin’ to start a diesel, so you gotta hot that relay, too. Gotta know that shit, Jim. Fifteen extra seconds while they heat up, you’re sweatin’. I took that one clean, though. Drove it straight to Lawrence.”

“Who’s he?”

“It’s a town, where the chop shops are.”

“Oh.” Visions swam through my head: Sonny tossing the keys of a soon-to-be-dismembered Mercedes to a greasy mechanic in a parking lot on the outskirts of a dying Massachusetts mill town, the grubby envelope of bills handed over, and the woman down the street in the liquor store refusing to sell Sonny a six-pack. “You’re just a kid,” she’d say.

We walked back. The land, stretching away and giving onto the sea, was a constant presence. We stopped in the house. It was rough-hewn within, with huge knees taken from ancient boats wrecked on the island’s coast used as beams and supports. A massive wood-burning cook stove and chimney stood in the center, with a kitchen and dining area on one side, a living space on the other; homemade couches gathered around another big woodstove there, and books lined the walls. This was home.

We walked back to the boat. I thanked Sonny, climbed aboard the Hill, and George backed her down, eased her out into the cove. Ned was with us, going to have his eyes checked.

“Lemme drive, Jawj. I know the way. I just leave that can to stahbud.”

“Okay, Ned, but leave it to port.”

“Nuh-uh. It’s stahbud.”

“Ned, we leave that one to port. Leave it to port.”

“No way, Jawj. What you want to do, get us fuckin’ killed?”

AT the end of the summer, I had sent George Cadwalader a résumé of teaching experience and called him a few days later to ask if he had any need of a teacher. His voice came back on the phone with the direct tone of the marine he’d been.

“Well, I might need a teacher, and I might need a punching bag for the boys. Which might you be?”

But he was encouraging, and we arranged that I’d accompany him on a trip to the island on the last day of August.

I met him at the boat that day, docked at a slip in Woods Hole. It was just he and I, headed out to bring a kid in for a medical appointment. He stood there, on the dock, an older version of the man who had bought our house years before, about six feet tall, dressed in battered work pants and a sweatshirt, with a worn engineer’s cap over gray hair cut short. His hands were those of a lobsterman (a third or fourth vocation), which is to say large and work-hardened. As I’d grown up, I’d been intimidated by him when I’d seen him in the post office, or wherever, perhaps because he seemed to be everything a man should be, and I might never be, in our small town. From what I knew, he’d led men into battle in Vietnam, been horribly wounded, and, as a marine major retired at thirty-three, turned his energies to teaching delinquent young men at an island school. He was one of those enlightened warriors, and when he offered his hand to me that day, large and work-hardened and attached to a forearm twice the size of my own, I was afraid to take it, afraid I might feel there a grip I could never equal.

The day was high, with the deep blue sky of late summer, and the fading scent of honeysuckle yet in the air, mingling with the salt. We were down on one of the Woods Hole Oceanographic Institution’s docks, and the school’s white fiberglass thirty-six-foot workboat, the Harold Hill, looked out of place among the ocean-sampling gadgetry lying about. George gunned the Hill’s Cat diesel as soon as I was aboard, and once she was ticking steadily, asked me to “Let her go amidships.”

His tone implied that if I hadn’t been there he would have gotten along fine. I let the line go, and we eased out into the morning chop of the harbor.

Our route took us through Woods Hole, a rock-strewn channel whose current changes direction with the tide. So treacherous is the channel that fishing boats’ insurance is eased if they promise not to use Woods Hole as passage toward the banks.

The mainland side of the channel is Penzance Point, which in the mid-eighteenth century was home to the Pacific Guano Company, importer of Chilean bird dung to be used in fertilizer. Since then Penzance has become the neighborhood of the extremely wealthy, who have placed a guard at its neck, and have, over the course of a century, raised great houses as monuments to themselves. Built, of course, on guano.

The far bank of the channel is the islands Nonamesset and Uncatena, which begin the chain of the Elizabeths, at the end of which lies Penikese. They look as they did two hundred years ago. Meadows of salt hay and sandplain grasses reach away, dotted by sheep, crossed by gray fieldstone walls, broken up by thick groves of beech, locust, oak. A few houses are visible, but the car hasn’t replaced the horse there. One coasts the rift between two worlds in the Hole, and once the passage is made, the old begins to replace the new.

As the Hill rumbled along at twelve and a half knots, feeling indomitable underfoot as she shouldered through the waves, George and I discussed the kids and the island.

“So, uh, what kind of persona do you think I should, uh, affect for the boys?” I asked him.

“Oh, I wouldn’t do that,” he said.

“Do what?”

“Just don’t.”

“Okay.”

He looked out through the windscreen as spray peppered it and ran down the glass in streams. After what seemed a long silence, he said, “They’ll see through any subterfuge. Be yourself, and don’t say anything you can’t follow up on.”

Right, I thought. Be myself. But it was damned hard to rely on that in the presence of one as self-assured as George. I remembered the first time I encountered him.

When I was eight my mother and I had still lived in that house at the back of Eel Pond, the small inner harbor in Woods Hole, right across the pond from the drawbridge which separated the pond from the sea. I had ridden home from school one day in spring, and as I opened the front door, I could hear a deep voice from within the kitchen, someone discussing something with my mother. I wasn’t used to the voices of men in the house, and I walked in slowly. I saw him then, a tall, strong-looking man who spoke with force, throwing around words like “mortgage” and “closing” and “realtor,” words I knew had to do with selling the house. This man was to be the new owner.

They stood beyond the low lintel that separated the kitchen from the living room, he leaning against the counter that held the sink, my mother invisible, probably leaning by the big oak table. All I knew about him was that he’d been in the war that my mother and all her friends seemed to hate, and that along with him in that bag of disdain were guys like Nixon and Erlichman and Dean. I was sorry we had to sell the house to him. Mostly, I was sorry to leave the house, because I knew the roads around there, the ballpark was around the corner, and I had a route to school right along the shore of the pond where I could walk in the morning and see what had washed up. I was going to miss the house, too. I was going to miss the warped foot-wide floorboards, and the faint line two feet up the living room walls that marked the tide of the hurricane of ’38, and the old Franklin stove that sat in the living room like a primitive god, waiting to be fed. I didn’t know where we’d wind up.

I went upstairs, heard the screen door slam, and watched from my window as he walked with a limp toward his pickup in the drive. We did sell the house to Cadwalader, and moved to the other side of the village, to a rented house on higher ground, and life went on. But Penikese remained a subtle presence.

“OKAY. So what about the college-boy factor here?” I said above the thrum of the diesel. “I mean, I’m not from the streets. What do I do about that?”

“Be real.”

Okay, be real, I thought. Okay. I can handle that. Be real.

The Hill lurched as a rogue smacked her bow from the side, the remnant of a ferry’s wake, and I felt my feet leave the sole as I held on to the grips overhead. George stood motionless at the wheel on his steel-filled legs. The Hill’s engine lost a couple of hundred rpm’s and then regained her thrum as George peered out at the bay, watching for traffic.

“So, what shouldn’t I do?” I ventured.

He shifted his weight. He is a thoughtful man, with a face capable of expressing moral outrage and compassion simultaneously.

“Well, what would it do to you if the ground shifted every five minutes?”

“Uh, it would make me nervous.”

“That’s what’s going on with these guys.”

“They’re nervous?”

“Nervous as cats.”

“Why?”

We were passing between Weepecket Island and Naushon now, and as George spoke he programmed the Loran, poking at its small keyboard with a big finger. After a moment it beeped reassuringly, and showed us in blue glowing numbers our latitude and longitude. Good to have that in a fog. George looked ahead again.

“One night Mother comes home and gives you a Hot Wheels car, okay?”

“Right. A Hot Wheels car.”

“The goddamnedest Hot Wheels car you’ve ever seen, with fins and rocket motors and chrome wheels. Do you see that?”

“Yes. Rocket motors.”

“And you are a happy little son of a bitch. Couldn’t be happier, right?”

“Right. Chrome wheels. I’m happy.”

“And then she cooks you franks and beans and reads you a bedtime story and tucks you in and the sugar plum fairies dance all around all night, right?”

“Right.”

“So what are you thinking?”

“Uh . . .” I looked away, out the window at the brilliant yellow of scotch broom blooming on the green hillsides of Naushon. “What am I thinking? I’m thinking I want to please Mom and I want another car, not in that order.”

“Yes. So what do you do?”

“I behave.”

“How do you behave?”

“Exactly as I did before.”

“Right. But let me tell you what happens the second night.”

The Hill coughed softly just then, and George swore under his breath.

“She’s low on the starboard tank. I forgot to switch her. I meant to go to that port tank before we left.”

He idled her down, and asked me to hold her head to wind while he kneeled stiffly and switched the fuel feeds under a panel in the deck. The Hill bounced easily in the swells, and I watched a couple of loons eyeing us just ahead. The switch completed, she raised her bow easily as he pushed the throttle down again, and the loons dove away.

“So what happens the second day?” I asked.

“You live the day the same way. You go to school, you eat your whole sandwich, you wipe your nose, you come home, and then the door opens and Mom is home. What do you expect?”

“A Hot Wheels car.”

“That’s right. But Mom comes over, and she’s got a funny look in her eye. What does she say?”

“She says, ‘How was school?’ ”

“No. You are a dismal failure, Mr. Robb.”

“She says, ‘I missed you.’ ”

“Abysmal.”

“What, then?”

“She walks up close to you, looks at you, and then whacks you in the head, hard. Or her boyfriend does, or your uncle abuses you sexually in your bed when everyone else is asleep and tells you it’s your fault.”

George flicked the wheel to port to miss a lobster buoy.

“So, what does that do to you, day in and day out?” he asked.

“It makes me suspicious.”

“It makes you a hell of a lot more than suspicious. It leads you to understand that the world may be going to give you a Hot Wheels car, or that it may be going to screw you, or both, at any time. It means that for these guys nothing is as it appears. There is no standard for behavior. Remember that. None. And it gives them X-ray vision, antennae sensitive to bullshit at a hundred miles. Sensitive to everyone’s except their own.”

But there was another thing going on, as George spoke: The islands which slipped by to port as we steered west-southwest—Naushon, Pasque, Nashawena—all were gently undulating ridges of glacial till, high points in a ridge carved ten thousand years before by Laurentian ice sheets flowing down from what is now Canada. The islands, although they had been farmed and logged off in historical times, had returned to what might resemble their pre-Columbian character.

Hardwoods grew in thick groves, supplanted by upland meadows, which in turn gave way to bogs and marshlands in the low places. And though there were a few houses on them, the islands were left largely to deer and coyote who swam the swift channels (“holes,” in the local parlance) between them, to the wild. What moved past the eyes of a boy making the trip to Penikese was an hour and a half of wilderness, wild land on one side, the sea on the other. This was part of why I was back, to spend time with these lands, breathe their air.

“So you think you can handle these guys?” asked George, jerking me out of my reverie.

“Well, you saw my résumé,” I said.

“Yeah. Publishing. Teaching. Construction. I don’t doubt you can build a wall or teach a class, but how will you deal with a boy who tells you freely to go fuck yourself when you know your intentions are good? And this is a boy who has been defending himself against his father or guys a lot bigger than you for a long time. He’s less afraid of a beating from you than of trying to trust you.”

“Well . . .”

“What were your students like in Mississippi?”

“They were all African-American, it was a private school . . .”

“They were privileged.”

“They were on scholarship, mostly sent from the inner city to get away from the violence, or they were from rural Mississippi.”

“What were your problems?”

“The kids were tough, were used to guns and crack and short, hard lives. They were a long way from home, most of them.”

“Why aren’t you at that school anymore?”

“Lack of support from the administration. I had six classes of thirty-four, no money for books, and when I asked for it they docked my pay.”

“Well, if we take you on here, I’ll make sure you have the support. But you haven’t answered my question.”

“I don’t know what I’d do, George. I’d have to know the kid.”

He looked me straight in the eye as if I’d finally said something right.

“Good.”

I wondered if this were my official interview. A first for me, if it were, conducted on a lobster boat above the roar of a diesel. I wasn’t sure what the hell to do next. Cadwalader was a tough read, and I didn’t want him to think me chatty. I risked another question.

“So, uh, what kind of treatment, or therapy, do you practice on Penikese with these guys?”

He looked at me as if I’d just questioned the use of breasts for nursing.

“The best therapy we provide, I think, is a lack of therapy.”

“Oh.”

The Hill churned on. I looked astern at the white wake unfurling behind us, and felt my stomach clamp down. Damn, I thought. I asked the wrong question. But then he went on.

“By that I mean we don’t get them to lie down on a couch and rake through the shit of their childhood while they’re on the island. See, most of them have never had the chance to be kids, and at their age I don’t think they’re really prepared to understand what they might come up with in therapy.”

I was relieved. He hadn’t been offended. The further we moved from the mainland, and the more I came to understand how little I knew about this place, the more I thought I wanted this job. Or at least a crack at it.

“How does that go over with the state?” I asked, looking for a neutral position.

“Well, there are different ideas about this. My feeling is that they’re still children. The state . . . the state doesn’t really know a lot about what happens on the island. They come out once a year and hand us a pile of papers about proper hygienic conditions and square footages for sleeping quarters, and we say thank you very much, and wait until next year. In the interim, they see a lot of relatively healthy kids coming off the island. What we try to do for the boys is give them six solid months of time to put between themselves and the lives that landed them here, time in which they can feel safe.”

The plan, it seemed, was to give them a steady diet of wind, suns setting and rising, hard work, wholesome food, open space, some free time, routine, and the presence of reasonably well-adjusted adults. I could use a little of that, I thought.

By this time we had left behind Robinson’s Hole, a narrow channel of swift water between Naushon and Pasque, and had drawn abreast of the mile-long Pasque, watched over by my friends Mal and Lynn, who are its caretakers. Mal would be out observing the coyote cubs, or sculpting, or getting the ancient Ford Farmall tractor running just to run it. Lynn would be painting or picking blackberries. Life out there, I knew, had a grace rarely equaled in more civilized domains. Pasque eased by.

“What do you think of Mal’s old boat?” I asked George. Mal’s boat had a couple of asthmatic, smoky, seven-horse outboards on the back. I always imagined them seizing in the middle of the Hole.

“He seems to get around in it, slowly.” And then, as if pardoning a condemned man, he said, “He watches the tide well.”

As the Hill labored, now hitting the short, square waves which had set up north of Quick’s Hole where the wind met the tide, I clung again to the grips mounted on the ceiling, and looked for a way to pose my most pressing question. I knew some of the nuts and bolts of how Penikese worked. I knew it was a private school, founded in 1972 by George and his alter ego, a biologist named Dave Masch (known around town as a great fisherman, artist, chef, and raconteur). I knew it was a nonprofit, contracting with the Massachusetts Department of Youth Services (DYS) and the Rhode Island equivalent, and that it took eight boys (which sometimes became nine if a new one came before another left) on for a six-month term, during which the first two months were spent on-island without a break, and that after that they got every other weekend off. What I wanted to know was about Penikese’s rate of success, but I didn’t want it to seem to George that I saw this as a reason to stay or go. George’s answer was provisional.

“Well,” he said, “we don’t know for sure how we’re doing. How can you rate something like that? Going by the best figures we have, our rate of recidivism seems to be about seventy-five percent, and the state’s seems to be about eighty-five percent, so by our best estimate we’re saving perhaps one more kid in ten than the state.”

“Are you happy with that?” I asked.

“Am I happy with it? No, it’s goddamned depressing, but Pops (Dave Masch) is fond of saying that he thinks we turn a lot of potential murderers into car thieves.”

“That’s good.”

“Good? I don’t know if it’s good. Do you think it’s good? Maybe it’s good. We may be playing a strong mitigating role with our kids. It’s hard to say. What isn’t hard to say is that the kids are hard to pin down when they’re with us.”

He paused here to squint out over the bay, look for trawlers crossing our bow as they headed out to the banks through Quicks.

I wanted to know what he meant by hard to pin down, but I didn’t want to press him. At the same time, I realized that I was perhaps overreacting here, feeling too defensive. I didn’t have much practice with guys like Cadwalader—these San Juan Hill types. And I realized, too, that I feared his judgment.

“Why are they hard to pin down?”

He began slowly, with the diesel thrumming in the background.

“Well, what I mean by that is that the kid who seems to be doing the best, to really be toeing the line on the island, may be the one who turns around as soon as he’s off the island and fucks up.”

Another pause here to look astern, see if anyone had crept up on us.

“The ones who are most screwed up are chameleons, see, in that they can adapt to any situation they’re thrown into and do well. And they do this because they come from situations which are so arbitrary that the only way to survive is to be a chameleon.”

“What do you mean by ‘arbitrary’?”

“Hot Wheels one day, getting beaten and told you’re a worthless shit the next. When you grow up in a situation like that, you tend to lack any concept of cause and effect. An arbitrary upbringing may be the worst thing you can do to a child.”

Another pause here to squint out through the old marine’s eyes at the bay stretching away. Having moved through the chop of the rip at Quick’s, the Hill droned steadily now, and the spray from the bow covered the windscreen in rhythmic sheets.

At this point, George fixed his pale blue eyes on me, and spoke. I felt my distrust of him fall away in that moment, and at the same time understood clearly my doubt that I could ever speak with his assurance.

“What we try to teach on the island is that there is a direct relationship between what one does and the reality one experiences as a result. If we don’t chop the wood, the house is cold, and meals can’t be cooked. If we don’t heat water on the stove, we can’t take a shower. If we don’t feed the animals, they go hungry. If we don’t build community, we have none. We try to teach the basics on Penikese, and in the main, I think we do pretty well.”

WE were thirty minutes away. Alongside to port slid Nashawena, a graceful three-mile-long island with one farm on it, serving a herd of Highland cattle and some sheep, making a bare living for the farmer. Ahead and to port lay Cuttyhunk, a bulky island rising a hundred and eighty feet to a high hill, home to a herd of deer and forty year-rounders who, legend has it, have divided into two camps and spend the winter feuding. I’m not sure we know how to feud properly in New England, so I imagine them just not speaking to each other, ignoring each other in the street, being violently silent, leaving the buckshot to the Hatfields and McCoys. And just ahead, to starboard, Penikese had begun to lift herself out of the sea.

On the chart, Penikese sits off to the side of the thrust of the Elizabeth Islands, which jut fifteen miles southwest from Woods Hole. It is something of a stunted sibling, out of alignment with its sisters, small, and resting almost at the end of the archipelago, just north and west of Cuttyhunk.

The island is not suggestive, not seductive. It is a runt, compassing just seventy-five acres, and lacking the marshes, heights, thickets, wetlands, and woodlands of the other islands. From any distance Penikese looks to be a desert island, seeming to lie impassive on the horizon, a low collection of bumps and swales not committed to anything other than being marginally above the sea.

The cove is easily approached in a southwest breeze, as long as you stay east of the reef called Gulls (an artful name, telling of its best indication of danger—the gulls who flock to fish in its shallow waters), from which rocky fingers extend several hundred yards. And it is a welcoming cove, looking snug and deep, until you run on the bar which crosses it about halfway in, or until the wind backs around south or east, bringing with it a rolling surf.

As we approached, the space was gradually whittled down. A few trees showed themselves in a hollow that I would learn was near the schoolhouse, and the blond salt hay looked less dry, with rosa rugosa and staghorn sumac clinging to some of the low places, out of the wind. As we came still closer, features began to stand out: the weathered gray house and outbuildings took on shape, the house’s front door turned red, and the island took on bulk; I saw a few more trees tucked in sheltered spots, and a good hill at the island’s center, rising maybe seventy feet above the water, marked by several sharp stones near its summit. And then we were pulling up to the dock, and Ned jumped onboard with a stern line, a taut, tall, half-wild metal-head . . .
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SEPTEMBER 11. Saturday night. I am here for a trial week, as the schoolteacher, with three other teachers—Jack, the shift leader, a blond, stocky, bearded man of thirty-six; Gail, a pretty, brown-haired, capable woman of forty-five or so; and Jeb, a tall, brown-haired, thirty-one-year-old boatbuilder who teaches woodworking, among other things, out here—and seven troublesome boys.
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