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Chapter

ONE

Before I tell you what Charlie Fisher saw, the incredible and beautiful thing he witnessed, and how it would set into motion a series of events that would change his life in a very dramatic way for a very long time, I should first explain to you who Charlie was and how he came to be sitting there in the Place Jean Jaurès in Marseille, France, on a warm Tuesday morning in April 1961.

To start with, Charlie was on vacation. At least, that was how his father had suggested he view his current predicament. To that end, the last few years of his life were a kind of series of vacations. To you this might seem like a very good deal for a twelve-year-old boy, which Charlie was. However: if your life was just a series of vacations, one after another, you’d probably find the prospect of yet one more vacation pretty boring, which was how Charlie felt about the whole situation.

You see, Charlie’s father was Charles Fisher, Senior. You are forgiven if you don’t recognize the name; this all happened well before your time. No doubt your grandparents would be very familiar with Charles Erasmus Fisher Sr., the noted American diplomat, the one who had married the young German heiress Sieglinde Dührer in a well-publicized ceremony on the veranda of the Neuschwanstein Castle in Bavaria. The same Fisher who brokered the Reykjavík Accords and settled, once and for all, the long and bloody Greco-Hungarian War. But, sadly, it is his marriage that overshadows his great accomplishments as a warrior for peace. Charlie’s mother, Sieglinde, was a beautiful woman, a stage actress of some renown, and Charles Sr. had fallen for her while on a trip to Vienna a few years after the end of World War II. Their marriage was short and spectacular and managed to produce a good deal of ink for the Washington gossip rags, not to mention Charlie Jr. himself, but by the time of Charlie’s seventh birthday, they’d been separated long enough that the divorce, when it came, was a mere formality. Charlie had barely known his father, a man who had spent a fraction of his married life at the family’s brick town house in Georgetown, Washington, DC. The boy received regular postcards, written in his father’s impeccable hand, from such exotic locales as Moscow, Buenos Aires, and Yokohama, but Charlie could count on one hand the number of nights he’d actually had his father read at his bedside. Sieglinde, along with a host of assistants, nannies, and governesses, was Charlie’s only real family. So it was a great surprise to Charlie when his mother told him one morning, in no uncertain terms, that she had grown very tired of being a mother and that Charlie was to live with his father from here on out. Sieglinde would be happy to consider herself a kind of “cool aunt” to Charlie, should he ever need one.

What could Charlie do? Being a boy of nine years at the time, very little. The housemaid, Penny, helped him pack his most prized and portable possessions (which amounted to: seven books, a suitcase of clothes, and a box of green army men) and kissed his forehead as she saw him seated in the backseat of a Lincoln Continental. He was driven to the airport and there put on a plane to Morocco, where his father (or someone) would be waiting to receive him. He was to live the life of a professional diplomat’s child from this point forward, forever passing from one world to another, Toronto to Bombay to Vladivostok, his weeks and months a seemingly never-ending parade of vacations.

And he couldn’t have been more bored.

Which was precisely what he was feeling when he was sitting in Place Jean Jaurès in Marseille, on that warm Tuesday morning in April. If you were as world-wise and world-weary as Charlie was, you would know that Marseille is a very famous French port town on the Mediterranean Sea. And if you’d spent as much time as Charlie had on airplanes, hacking through a reading list that had been prescribed by your tagalong tutor, you’d know that Edmond Dantès, the hero of Dumas’s The Count of Monte Cristo, had lived out his imprisonment in the Château d’If, which sat on a small island off the coast of Marseille. And if you’d received as many lectures on safety as Charlie had by his stern father and his small army of assistants and secretaries, you’d know that many consider Marseille to be something of a thieves’ paradise.

The idea excited Charlie—a haven for the criminal underbelly of the world, here in his own backyard. It was a welcome change from Zurich’s sterile and modern avenues, from Hong Kong’s restricted zones. It was the sort of thing that got Charlie’s twelve-year-old imagination firing on all cylinders. However, once he’d spent a few weeks at his new home, he soon realized that if there was one epidemic currently endangering the lifeblood of Marseille, it was this: tourists.

Noisy, complaining tourists.

Charlie used this discovery, however, to good effect. He’d made a deal with his tutor, a perpetually cranky twenty-five-year-old man named Simon, that writing five-hundred-word stories based on people he’d seen on the street would count toward his English composition credits. A deal was struck; a short story writer was born. Charlie most enjoyed reimagining the interior world of the huddled masses of tourists, recently disgorged from some waiting cruise ship, who wandered the streets and squares of the city. And that was how he came to be sitting on a wooden bench, observing and recording the wayward sightseers in Marseille’s bustling market at the Place Jean Jaurès on that Tuesday morning.

A frowning young woman in sunglasses trailed listlessly after a middle-aged man as he inspected the market’s many wares. Charlie’s fountain pen—a silver Sheaffer Imperial given to him by his father for his eleventh birthday—hovered above the lined paper of his composition notebook briefly before beginning the following passage: She was an heiress to a sugar beet fortune. He was a traveling snake oil salesman. They met on a yacht. He promised her eternal youth. She had to follow him around the world as he collected the necessary ingredients for the potion. Little did she know, it was a search that would last a lifetime.

He cocked his head sideways as he reread what he’d written. A smile bloomed across his face. He ironed out the next page with the palm of his hand.

“What are you doing?” came a voice, speaking slightly accented English.
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“Pardon me?” Charlie looked over and saw a young boy, dressed in drainpipe blue jeans and a white T-shirt, sitting next to him on the bench. His light brown skin and dark hair suggested he was of Middle Eastern descent. This is the first time you’ve heard Charlie speak, so you should know that he spoke in a low, quiet voice that over the last year had throttled about two steps lower. He was understandably a little shy about the change. At the behest of his mother, he’d seen a speech pathologist when he was eight, addressing a slight stutter he’d adopted during his kindergarten year. He managed to shake the impediment, but in the meantime developed a habit of, as his father called it, “speaking into his chin”—whatever that meant. But we must trust the elder Fisher’s observation, and so you are instructed to read Charlie’s dialogue in such a fashion. Keep in mind, however, that this rule will apply only to the first twelve chapters. After that point, you will find that Charlie begins speaking in an altogether different way. It is advised that you change your reading accordingly. For now, however, Charlie is speaking into his chin.

The boy responded, “I said: What are you doing? You writing poems or something?”

“Nah,” said Charlie warily. “Just writing stories.”

“Stories.” The boy picked up a small stick and began scratching the tip absently against the wood of the bench. “Nice. Like that old bearded man?”

“The old bearded man?”

The boy winced, as if the act of remembering was some sort of physical strain. “What’s his name. Writes stories. Heming . . . ford.”

“Hemingway,” Charlie corrected. “Ernest Hemingway.”

“That’s the one,” said the boy, with a smile.

“Well, I wouldn’t compare myself to him, but I guess the general idea is the same.”

“Please, carry on,” said the boy. “Maybe I’ll watch for a tick.”

Charlie smiled politely; he turned and surveyed the plaza for his next subject. His thoughts were interrupted when the boy spoke again: “Oh, I see.”

“What’s that?”

“You’re writing what’s going on. In the square.”

“In a way, yes.”

“Got it. Continue.”

Charlie was preparing to do just this, when he was interrupted again.

“What about him?”

“Who?” asked Charlie, feeling a first twinge of annoyance.

“That fellow there. With the white hat.” The boy pointed toward the market crowd.

Charlie followed the boy’s finger. A heavyset man in a loose seersucker suit and a white panama hat was wandering the stalls. Every five steps or so, the man would raise his wrist and shake back the sleeve of his jacket to check his watch.

“Oh, right,” said Charlie. He could feel the boy’s attention over his shoulders, waiting for him to begin writing. He felt self-conscious at the boy’s scrutiny. The boy must’ve guessed at Charlie’s insecurity, because he turned his attention back toward the stick in his hand. Charlie began to write: Would he arrive? The man with the robotic arm had said he should be at La Plaine at two o’clock. He only had so much time before the Martian sentries would arrive, demanding their ransom.

He’d just finished penning this last imagined observation when he noticed something that struck him as a little strange. There seemed to be a girl following the man as he wove between the vendors’ carts, a girl who clearly was not connected to the man in any concrete way.

He wrote: Unbeknownst to Radcliffe, the Martian sentry had arrived, cleverly in the guise of a little girl.

Charlie’s attention went back to the scene playing out: With every lazy pivot the man in the blue-and-white suit took, now snaking between a line of iron bollards like a slalom skier, the young girl seemed to ape his every move, several steps back. When the man occasioned to look at his watch, the girl would inch closer. Charlie tapped his pen against his cheek. He’d now spent enough time in this square, on this Tuesday morning, to have a kind of heightened awareness of the goings-on in the market, of the interplay between its occupants. The girl following the man seemed to somehow operate outside of that system, like she was a shadow or a ghost, existing somewhere beyond or above the bustle of the real-world market. Much like a Martian sentry would, he supposed.

Just then, he saw there was a boy in front of the man who exhibited the same disposition, the same disconnectedness. What’s more, the longer Charlie watched, the more he realized that the boy was actually somehow guiding the man—slowing him down, blocking his exits. He began to almost control the man’s movements: stepping to his left when the man began to go left, slowing down when the man began to speed up—all without the man’s awareness. Before long, the girl behind the man was shadowing him perfectly, as if she were just an extension of his body.

And then it happened. The thing. The thing that would prove to put a ninety-degree kink in the straight line that was Charlie Fisher’s life.

The man was robbed.

More to the point: he was pickpocketed.

But it wasn’t just a quick grab in a moment of distraction; no, it was an orchestrated thing, a smooth tumbling of choreographed movements, one action cascading into the other. Charlie barely saw the crime happen—it was like catching a hummingbird in your peripheral vision, briefly, before it flitted away. The boy in front of the man stopped suddenly, bringing the man up short only inches from his back. And then: from seemingly nowhere, a third child—a boy Charlie’s age—appeared from the crowd and casually batted the back of the man’s hat so it tipped, ever so slightly, down on his forehead. The man, under the impression that he’d merely been brushed in the crowd, removed his hand from his pants pocket and righted the brim of his cap. That’s when the girl who’d been shadowing the man, now perfectly positioned, gracefully smoothed her hand along the side of the man’s trouser leg as you would wipe a piece of lint from your sleeve and abruptly began to walk away. A fourth child—another boy—materialized from the crowd and the two passed shoulder to shoulder. A thin brown object was transferred, one to the other. Charlie suddenly realized it was the man’s wallet.

But the fleecing of the man did not stop there: the boy who’d forced the man into position turned around and made to apologize for his clumsy behavior: he reached his hand out in an offer of a handshake. The man, still ignorant of the fact that he no longer was in possession of his wallet, took the boy’s hand with a reluctant smile and shook it. The boy smiled, bowed, and disappeared into the crowd.

The man’s perambulations resumed as he stepped around the barking sellers in the market, waiting for his expected visitor. When he stopped, once again, to glance at his wristwatch, he froze in place. Even from Charlie’s remove, he could see what the man saw: his wrist was naked. His watch was gone.

And Charlie stifled a laugh. He couldn’t help it. He was awestruck. And while he knew that he was a bystander to an extraordinary theft, it had been done with such fluidity and art that it seemed to barely count as an illegal act. It seemed like magic to Charlie.

“Did you see . . .” He looked to his right to see if the boy in the blue jeans had witnessed the same thing, but he was alone on the bench; the boy had left. He then began scanning the crowd for the four children—the perpetrators of the incredible operation. They’d melted away, but now he was aware of several more figures in the busy market who appeared to be casing their victims with equal finesse. Prior to the crime, the plaza had appeared to Charlie like a field of clover: placid, unexceptional. But now his vision had focused and he could see the legion of bees that were harvesting that clover of its rich nectar. It was like he’d discovered the secret hive itself—the Place Jean Jaurès, on a busy Tuesday morning, was the domain of the pickpockets.

Floored, Charlie lifted his pen to absently scratch his nose—yet something wasn’t right. He looked down to see what was in his hand.

The pen was gone.

He was holding a stick.





Chapter

TWO

For a moment, Charlie entertained the notion that he’d never actually owned a Sheaffer Imperial fountain pen—that all along, he’d been using the piece of wood that was now in his hand. He imagined his father and his traveling entourage humoring the poor, addled boy and his beloved stick until such time as he could safely be committed to a sanitarium. Thankfully, this brief fantasy passed and Charlie returned to his senses.

One thing was certain: his pen was gone. Like the man’s wallet and watch, it had been stolen. But how?

A new thrum of activity in the square startled him from his shocked contemplation; several market-goers were shouting in French at a few policemen who were milling about the plaza. “AU VOLEUR!” was the refrain. Charlie had paid enough attention during his rudimentary French exercises to know this meant thief. His eyes skirted the now-chaotic plaza, the multitudes of market-goers whose attention had turned from casually perusing the sellers’ booths to desperately checking their pockets and purses. A flash of blue and white, just off to Charlie’s left, alerted him to a skirmish that was happening on the margin of the square. There, he saw the boy who’d just moments before been observing his writing. The boy in the white shirt and the blue jeans. The boy who had been absently scratching at the bench with a stick.

Charlie stammered a few words to no one in particular as the synapses of his brain busily pieced together the events that had transpired: pen, boy with stick, pen gone, stick remains, boy gone. The images flooded at him like flash cards presented by a particularly impatient teacher.

By the time he’d managed to get back on firm mental footing, the boy had escaped, having tussled with a heavyset policeman and come out the victor. He could be seen scampering off down one of the many arterial avenues that branched off the plaza like petals from a flower. He’d caught the attention of most of the law officers in the square, who were all desperate for some suspect to collar. A mad dash of black-clad policemen poured out of the Place Jean Jaurès, after the blue-jeaned pen thief.

Charlie leapt up and, his composition notebook tucked under his arm, gave quick pursuit after the stampede of police. He felt weirdly possessive of the young boy. That was his thief they were after.

“Wait!” he shouted. No one seemed to hear. Or if they did, they didn’t feel like heeding him.

The thief was momentarily delayed on Rue Sibie when he upended a stall in front of a bookshop. It gave Charlie a moment to catch up to the action. A tempest of books fell sideways into the street and the boy scrabbled to stay afoot; two of the four police were not so agile—they tripped, fell on each other, and were out of the chase. Charlie nimbly navigated the obstacle, keeping pace with the two policemen in front of him. A woman illicitly selling pistachios on the sidewalk, seeing the police, scrambled to collect and hide her wares.

The street intersected with Rue des trois Mages, just a few yards beyond the bookshop, and a hectic flow of traffic made for a tricky crossing. The white-shirted boy managed it expertly, threading the buzzing scooters and Peugeot Coupes like a toreador dodging through a stampede of bulls. His pursuers had neither his agility nor his size, and one policeman collided noisily with a pair of boys on a Vespa. The machine went clattering across the pavement, and the air was awash with the sound of squealing brakes as the traffic came to a stuttering halt.

“Pardon, pardon,” said Charlie politely, as he braved the crossing. A consul general’s son, he did have a kind of reputation to uphold. For his troubles, he received a barrage of abuse so loud and frenetic he was thankful his knowledge of French was as limited as it was. Reaching the safety of the sidewalk, he saw that the two policemen had managed to catch the boy. One officer had him by the collar of his shirt; the other was busy patting down his pockets.

The police were yelling angrily in French; the boy was waving his hands and saying, “No parlez français!” over and over. They’d just produced a pen, Charlie’s pen, from the thief’s front pants pocket and were waving it in the boy’s face when Charlie arrived at the scene.

“Where are zee billfolds?” demanded one of the policemen in heavily accented English. “What else do yoo have?”

“Nothing, I swear!” shouted the boy. “I just nicked the pen, that’s all.”

Breathless and excited, Charlie put in, “It’s my pen!”

The tableau froze and all three of the people in front of Charlie swiveled their heads to look at the newcomer.

“Verry good,” said one of the policemen with an air of stuffy pride. “We have zee victim.”

This was when Charlie said something that he himself did not fully see coming. He said, “He’s not a thief.”

“’E’s what?” asked one of the policemen.

“I said, he’s not a thief,” responded Charlie.

“’E most certainly is,” said the other policeman.

Charlie took a deep breath and said, “I gave it to him. I gave him the pen.”

The other officer, still holding the boy by his shirt, sneered at Charlie and said, “Yoo gave it to ’eem?” His upper lip was marked by a thin splash of mustache.

“It was a gift,” said Charlie. “Please let him go.”

The policemen kept hold of the boy, though their attention was now entirely devoted to Charlie.

“’Oo are yoo?” asked one of the officers.

This might be a good place to pause for a moment and assure the reader that in every instance in which English is spoken in a French accent in this story, it will not be in the kind of ham-fisted attempt at portraying a French accent like the preceding few lines of dialogue. That is the last instance in which it will occur. Let us assume that when the text states that a person speaks English in a French accent, it is done as it might be by someone who is really doing his level best to speak a tongue that is not his own. I believe your imagination is ample enough to supply that detail.

Charlie answered, “I’m Charlie Fisher.” He then pointed to the barrel of the pen, where his name was etched in a tasteful cursive script.

Slowly, reluctantly, the policemen relaxed their grips on the boy’s shirt collar. The boy fell away and took a few steps backward, shaking his shoulders. He, too, was staring at Charlie in disbelief. He was so stunned, in fact, that he had a hard time coming up with an answer when one of the policemen asked him, “Is that true?”

“Y-yeah,” the boy stammered. “Sure enough. That’s the truth.” He looked down at the pen, as if seeing it for the first time. “Thank you very much. For this pen.”

Charlie smiled. “My pleasure. I hope you use it well.” He then looked at the two officers and, steeling himself, said, “You can go. Everything’s just fine here.”

The two policemen exchanged a long, confused look. One of them began to say something, but Charlie waved away his objection. “Honestly, officers,” he said. “Surely you have better things to do.”

“Very well,” one of the policemen said, finally. “If that is the truth.”

“It is,” confirmed Charlie.

“Well, then . . . ,” said the other officer.

“Good day, gentlemen!” said Charlie loudly.

The policemen each stood for a moment, studying the two children as if committing their every freckle to memory. One grumbled something in French, the other laughed under his breath, and the two together strode off.

Once they’d gone, the boy in the white shirt looked at Charlie from between the strands of his brown hair, which had fallen over his eyes during the commotion. He glanced down at the pen, which he still had clutched in his hand. “Can I really have it?” was the first thing he said.

Charlie laughed. “You can. On one condition,” he said.

“What’s that?”

“You show me how you did it.”

The boy’s name was Amir and he hailed from Lebanon—or that was how he introduced himself. He’d announced his name and birthplace with the kind of confidence that only invited suspicion. He did not give his last name, and Charlie didn’t press him for it. He said he hadn’t meant to take the pen, that he figured Charlie didn’t deserve to have his pen taken from him, but after he’d seen Charlie use it and he’d seen the words it’d created, he was suddenly very desirous of it. As if it, the pen, were the source of the strange stories that Charlie was creating out of thin air.

“So I took it. Simple as that.”

They’d walked some blocks off and found the curb of a fountain a welcome place to sit. Charlie eyed his companion in disbelief, saying, “It doesn’t seem very simple. I mean, I had the pen in my hand.”

“I don’t know how to tell you. You did have the pen in your hand, yeah. But you were looking off, weren’t you? You weren’t paying no attention to the pen.”

“But I don’t have to be looking at it to know that it’s in my hand.”

The boy made a face, one that suggested that further contradiction would only be impolite.

Charlie smiled. “Here, give me the pen.”

“The pen?” The boy frowned and looked down his chin at the tip of the Sheaffer Imperial. It was sticking out of his shirt pocket.

“I’ll give it back, don’t worry.”

The pen and the stick (which Charlie had kept as a souvenir of the theft) transferred possession for the second time that day. Charlie held the pen in his right hand, gripping it as if he were writing.

“Do it again,” he said, nodding down at the stick in the boy’s hand.

Amir laughed. “Well, I can’t now, can I?”

“And why not?”

“Well, you’re rumbled, so to speak.”

“Rumbled?” asked Charlie.

“It means you’re onto me. You know I’m fixing to pinch it.” The boy licked his lips; he had the slightest trace of a beard on his chin, and his two front teeth hung slightly askew in their gums.

“Very well,” said Charlie. “I shall act like I don’t know.”

The boy seemed to be open to the idea. He said, “Do as you were. Like, when you was writing.”

“Oh, right,” said Charlie, producing his notebook from beneath his arm. “I’ll do that.” He opened the book to a clean page and held the pen over it as if he were about to write. He waited, his eye straying occasionally to the boy who sat by his side. The boy hadn’t moved.

“Well, you’ve got to write something,” said Amir.

“Oh,” said Charlie. “Okay.”

He began to write his name: Charles Fish—

SCRITCH! A gash of ink scarred the page as Amir reached over and inelegantly yanked the pen out of Charlie’s hand. Charlie flinched and glared at his companion. “Not like that,” he protested.

Amir laughed, deeply, heartily. “That’s the easiest way,” he said, twisting the pen through his fingers playfully. “The clout and lam, like a proper rough tool.”

“Do it for real, the way you did, with the stick.”

“Okay, okay,” said Amir as he handed the pen back. “For real this time.”

The pen nib hovered over the paper once again, and Charlie began to write his name. To his great surprise, no ink appeared on the page. The nib scratched against the paper noisily but left no mark. Charlie studied the pen to confirm that it was not a stick, which it clearly was not. He then glanced over at Amir.

Amir was holding the ink cartridge.

“How did you . . . ,” gasped Charlie, now speaking into his chin more than ever. “I don’t believe it.”

The boy shrugged, as if he could take or leave Charlie’s statement. “Then don’t,” he said. “Can I have my pen back?”

Charlie wordlessly handed over the emptied pen shaft. Taking it, Amir unscrewed it and slid the cartridge back in place.

“Did you know the others? The pickpockets in the market?” asked Charlie, after a moment.

“Maybe,” responded the boy.
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“You can tell me. I won’t say anything.”

The boy fiddled with the pen before saying, “Maybe I ask you a question first.”

“Fair enough,” said Charlie.

“Why didn’t you throw me?” asked Amir.

“Why didn’t I what?”

The boy clarified: “Why’d you cover for me, back there, with the police?”

“I was curious,” Charlie replied. “And you seem like a nice kid. You didn’t deserve to be arrested.”

“You didn’t know that then.”

“I had a hunch,” said Charlie, smiling.

“Maybe you are too nice, Charlie Fisher,” said Amir. “Maybe you don’t read people that good.”

“I think I’m a pretty decent judge.”

“I stole from you. That makes me a criminal.”

“But you’re a different kind. You can do something that not a lot of people can do.”

Amir shrugged indifferently.

“Teach me,” said Charlie. “Teach me to do what you do.”

The boy whistled between his teeth and shook his head. “I cannot, Charlie Fisher Jr., I am very sorry to say. We’re from two different places, you and me. You’re from the straight world. I’m a tool. It don’t mix.”

“A tool?”

“A cannon. A tout. On the whiz.”

“Still not following.”

“A pickpocket, Charlie. I’m a thief. You? You are a good American kid. A writer of stories. I think you should stay that way.”

Charlie was undeterred. “Then maybe,” he said, puffing out his chest, “maybe that is my pen after all. Perhaps I got my story mixed up with the police back there.”

“You wouldn’t,” said Amir.

“I would,” said Charlie. Two policemen could be seen, some yards away, directing traffic on a busy avenue. “Those two seem like they might be sympathetic.”

Silence reigned between them for a brief moment as the two boys locked eyes. The clatter of the Marseillais streets dinned around them. Amir continued to flip the pen between his agile fingers.

“You put me in a tight spot,” said Amir finally. He licked his lips and winced. “Very tight spot.”

Charlie shrugged. “C’mon,” he said.

“I’ll think about it,” said the boy in blue jeans, after a moment longer.

“Where? When?” chirped Charlie, barely letting Amir finish.

Amir shook his head disapprovingly. “This isn’t a usual thing. I have to see, I have to make sure. How ’bout this: tomorrow, I’ll come to your house. I’ll show you then. Okay?”

“Okay,” said Charlie, and he stuck out his hand to solemnize the deal. Amir shook it gamely. He then stood up and slipped his new pen into the pocket of his jeans.

“Thank you again for the gift, Charlie Fisher,” he said, bowing formally. “Till we meet again.” A streetcar, bursting with riders, clattered down its tracks on Cours Belsunce, and Amir ran to catch it. Leaping onto the sideboards and locking an arm around the railing, the boy turned and gave a final wave to Charlie before the tram rolled out of view.

Charlie watched him go, awed at the deftness of his every movement. If only he, Charlie, was gifted with such grace, he thought, if only he could enjoy that sort of easy confidence. What would such a life be like? But no: he was Charlie Fisher Jr., the friendless American. The scribbler of Avenue du Prado. Which made Charlie realize something:

“Wait!” he called after the long-gone streetcar. “You don’t know where I live!”





Chapter

THREE

So Charlie had been duped a second time. Served him right, he supposed, having attempted to curry favor from a seasoned thief. His father said he’d always looked for companionship in the wrong places; he’d warned his son that if he kept it up, he would likely be forever alone. His experience with the pickpocket only seemed to prove this theory. His father would be incensed that he’d given away the pen, something that had been gifted to him with the hope that it would be some generation-spanning heirloom. He’d barely had it for a year and now it was gone.

And so he sulked his way down Cours Belsunce to La Canebière and from there to where the busy street let out on the Vieux Port—the Old Port—where a virtual pine forest of boat masts floated over the sun-dappled water and the tourists huddled on the quays in the sun, waiting on interminable lines for the ferries to the islands. Charlie was late for his lunch date with his father; they’d agreed to meet at the Miramar, a quayside restaurant, at half past one. He instinctively kept his hands in his pockets, now that he’d had firsthand experience with that dark trade of the Marseille squares. Everyone was suddenly suspect. A woman with a plume of balloons that reached to the streetlights solicited Charlie as he walked by and he jumped, his hands crushing lower into his khaki pants. Even the harmless soap peddler, dressed as if he’d leapt from a Manet painting in his Breton stripes and a Phrygian cap, seemed suspicious to poor Charlie. His nerves were thoroughly rattled once he’d reached the outdoor tables of the restaurant, so much so that he had an especially difficult time pronouncing “Je cherche mon père” to the stuffy maître d’. Thankfully, the Fishers were known at the Miramar, and Charlie was waved inside with a brisk gesture midsentence. He was directed to a corner table where his father, the elder Fisher, was laying careful siege to a tower of seafood. As he walked, he made a silent resolution to simply not tell his father about the pen theft. It was better to risk the discovery, some months hence, than suffer the elder Fisher’s castigation.

“Sorry I’m late,” said Charlie, edging into the chair opposite his father. “I got held up.” He nervously grabbed his napkin and shoved it into his lap, nearly upsetting his water glass.

“Hmm,” said Charles Fisher Sr., who had, at that moment, slid a particularly large oyster into his gullet and was indisposed. He daubed the brine from his mustache with his napkin and was about to speak when his son abruptly interrupted him:

“I gave away my pen. The Sheaffer Imperial. I gave it away.” The words rushed out of Charlie like a cataract. So much for the plan of not telling. The confession, though, felt powerfully relieving.

Charles Sr. had forgotten what he was going to say. “You what?” he said, in its place.

“I gave away the pen. The one you gave to me.”

“The Sheaffer Imperial?”

“The one,” said Charlie.

“With your name on it.”

“Yes,” said Charlie.

“Well, in heaven’s name, why?” asked Charles Sr., in clear disbelief.

Charlie grabbed a prawn from the tower and popped it in his mouth, an activity that bought him enough time to consider the implications of either telling his father the whole truth or just keeping his mouth shut. By the time he’d swallowed his bite and had chased it with a drink of bubbly water, he’d made up his mind. “I gave it to someone who seemed like he needed it,” he said.

“Someone who needed it.”

“Badly.”

“Needed it for what? To receive dictation? A phone number or something?”

“That was exactly what happened,” said Charlie, shoving another prawn in his mouth.

Charles Sr. was naturally skeptical. “Couldn’t you have just lent it to him?” he pressed.

A different tack was braved, once the second prawn had been chewed and swallowed: “You always told me to be charitable to the people not as good off.”

“Well,” began Charles Sr., aware of the cul-de-sac he’d just entered. “Well.” He, too, used a bivalve from the seafood tower to forestall his answer. “Well, I didn’t mean a fifty-dollar fountain pen. With one’s name engraved on it.” He gave a great sigh and said, “Charlie, that was a gift from me. Of great value. Who did you give it to?”

“A boy on the street. At the Place Jean Jaurès.”

“A boy on the street,” repeated his father. “And this boy needed it to write down a telephone number.”

“Yes.”

“And presumably many more telephone numbers. A lifetime of telephone numbers, in fact.”

Charlie Jr. grabbed another prawn, drowned it in cocktail sauce, and put it in his mouth. “Mmmr-rmmm,” was his answer.

“I’ll hazard a guess,” said Charles Sr. “This was a boy with whom you desired friendship.”

Charlie felt himself blush. Had that been the reason? “I suppose so, sir,” he said.

“I can tell you, you won’t get anywhere bribing people for their companionship. True friendship must be earned.” He was gesturing at Charlie with the tines of his cocktail fork. As you now know, Charles Sr. had a mustache. You should also know that his mustache was brown and steadily growing gray, as was his impeccably trimmed and pomaded hair. He was wearing a worsted gray suit jacket, his daily uniform, and a napkin, which he’d stuffed into his collar. His fifty-two years were showing at the corners of his eyes and the edges of his mouth, though the Mediterranean had done wonders for his complexion—a complexion that had suffered so long in his prior engagement as special consul to Dublin, Ireland. “Listen,” the elder Fisher continued. “There’s an event—”

“I don’t want to go,” said Charlie.

“Hear me out,” said his father.

Charlie grabbed the last prawn, ate it, and said, “I don’t want to go.”

“There is an event, Saturday night, that I’m sure you’d enjoy. There will be a lot of children your age there.” Charlie’s father gestured to the waiter, who gracefully swooped by the table and whisked away the emptied seafood tower. “The Viscount of Falmouth’s son is in the city, and he’s having his ninth birthday party. I will be going at the behest of his father. You are invited as well.”

“No, thank you,” said Charlie.

Charles Sr. continued as if he hadn’t been given an answer. “I seem to recall them saying there will be pony rides there. And clowns.”

These temptations did not deserve a response from Charlie, who was, you remember, twelve. Pony rides had never really been his thing, anyway.

“And children. Around your age. Many of them. I will personally introduce you. They will all speak English, it’s assured.”

“No, thank you,” said Charlie.

“Charlie, at some point you will have to relent. You do have somewhat of an obligation to attend various functions in your role as the son of the American consul general to Marseille.” The waiter had arrived again. He set a bowl of bouillabaisse in front of Charlie Sr., an omelet and frites in front of Charlie fils. Charles explained, “You were late. I took the liberty of ordering for you.”

It was just as well that the lunch had arrived, because Charlie didn’t have an answer for his father. Why didn’t he want to attend? Who wouldn’t want to be a guest at a party for visiting royalty? It might go back to his mother’s betrayal or maybe his life of incessant vacationing that led to an aversion to these kinds of social gatherings. And it wasn’t like Charlie rejected them out of ignorance or fear: no, he’d been to plenty of them. Black-tie bar mitzvahs in Tel Aviv, garden parties on sunny Delhi terraces. Grand galas hosted by Argentine royalty. No expense was ever spared for the food and entertainment at these events. The attendants were impeccably dressed and impeccably behaved. Which was fine and radiant and exciting, but Charlie was never grouped with the well-behaved and well-dressed adults; instead, he was shunted to the kids’ tables, where the grossest forms of humanity alive would all be present: the offspring of the aristocracy.

Having met more actual princesses than might appear in your typical storybook, Charlie would assure you that they bore very little resemblance to their Walt Disney counterparts: they were spiteful and spoiled, to the last. They spoke in a kind of haughty, nasal way and they threw temper tantrums as if it were a competition. Their names were things like Eugenia and Lavinia and Elsinore. They rarely deigned to speak to Charlie for long, and when they did, it was always a very brief interaction in which they held their heads as if Charlie had just arrived freshly rolled in some rotting carcass. As for the princes—the Harrys, the Henris, the Heinrich van Spackleburgers—they were as far from Charming as you could imagine. They drove expensive sports cars, which they invariably wrecked as if they were Matchbox miniatures and, like die-cast toys, were immediately replaced with newer, shinier ones. They burped and slouched at dinner, and they were always carrying on about their various girlfriends in various places, counting them as if they were trifles they collected and threw away. They were savage to Charlie and his shyness; he was a commoner to them, the son of an American diplomat. A hanger-on.

Charles Sr. read his son’s silence well. This was not the first time Charlie’s antisocial tendencies had come up. “I know,” he said. “I know it’s hard for you. But you have to make an effort. You’re a very likable boy, Charlie. You just haven’t met the right kids yet.”

“Right,” said Charlie.

“And how will you meet the right ones, if you’ve just sworn off meeting anyone?”

“I know, Father,” said Charlie. “I just need a bit of time, maybe.”

His father nodded and quietly tucked into his fish soup. Charlie ate his lunch. The blithe hum of restaurant chatter filled the space between them, that particular brand of chatter that populates French restaurants, particularly in the south, during those late lunches of fish and shellfish and glasses of rosé, when the air is hot and the cool of the wooden interior is so welcome. The two Fishers ate without saying another word, apart from Charlie ordering a grenadine from a passing waiter. It arrived; he drank it. Charles Sr. took a last sip of his bouillabaisse, set his spoon down, and removed the napkin from the front of his shirt.

“Back to work,” he said. “There are papers to be signed, passports to be cleared, hands to be shaken, and backs to be scratched.” He gestured to the waiter. The check was brought and Charles Sr. laid out the correct cash on the tray. He then removed a pen from the inside pocket of his jacket and handed it to his son. “It’s a hotel pen,” he said. “No replacement for a Sheaffer, I’m afraid, but it’ll have to do in a pinch. Try not to give it away.”

Charlie smiled and accepted the pen. His father gave him a wink and patted him on the back. Charlie watched his father leave and then motioned for the waiter.

“Oui, monsieur?” asked the waiter.

“Une autre grenadine, s’il vous plaît.”

When it came, he drank it in silence, toying with the new pen. He tried to spin it between his fingers as Amir had, but found that he dropped it with every flick.

Let’s keep Charlie seated there, elbows (rudely) on the table, the little plastic pen leaping out of his fingers like an escapee from an island prison. Let’s keep Charlie like that, but let’s move him. Now the scenery has changed. It is the next day, the next afternoon, and we are in a district of Marseille some ways south of the Vieux Port called the Prado. Ask directions: you will either be recommended to follow Rue Paradis away from the tangle of the port’s pleasure boats and fishing skiffs until the street T-intersects with that wide, tree-lined Avenue du Prado; or, alternately, you will be told to climb the hill overlooking the Fort Saint-Jean and the Palais du Pharo, with that noble, zebra-striped basilica of Notre-Dame de la Garde standing like a birthday candle on the cake that is the great city of Marseille some many, many feet above you, and from there to follow the length of the Corniche, along the great Mediterranean Sea itself, a broad glassy green only interrupted, from your perspective, by the treeless islands of If and Frioul, and then southward until you’ve reached a giant replica of Michelangelo’s David, having been reassigned to the job of directing traffic on a dizzy roundabout where the Prado begins and the ocean ends.

Or maybe it would be best to take a taxi.

The Prado, during this time, was the most distinctive address to be had in all of Marseille. The wide avenue was lined with leafy plane trees, casting dappled shade on the stream of buzzing cars—only the finest makes and models—that cruised its length. On either side of the great thoroughfare was a parade of opulent stone villas, their baroque facades draped in blankets of hanging ivy and honeysuckle, their grounds protected by tall, wrought-iron fences. In one such home, the Fishers had taken up residence.

And there you would find Charlie, as if transported from his previous position in the restaurant Miramar to here, in one of the (several) drawing rooms of his immense three-story home. He still has his elbows (rudely) on a table and he is still fiddling with the pen. However: he has gotten a bit better at twining the pen through his fingers, you should know, owing perhaps to the amount of time he has spent practicing in the intervening moments between yesterday and today. Time he should be devoting to his schoolwork, something that his tutor, Simon, who is also here in this room, was trying to remind him.

“Can you put the pen down and focus for a moment, Charlie?” asked Simon.

“Yes,” said Charlie, navigating the plastic pen (Bienvenue! Hôtel Lutetia, Paris, FR) from his ring finger to his pinkie. It was the most difficult of the finger exchanges.

“You have not put it down,” said Simon, which was true.

Charlie didn’t manage the transition from finger to finger; the pen fell with a clatter to the tabletop.

“Thank you,” said Simon, misreading Charlie’s clumsiness as obedience. “Now, I would like to point out one of the common mistakes you seem to make.” Charlie’s composition notebook was laid out in front of them, and Simon was busily dissecting one of Charlie’s short stories as if it were a frog on a lab tray. “You remember what a dangling modifier is?”

“Someone who modifies, hanging from a cliff?” asked Charlie with a grin.

Simon didn’t return the smile. Simon didn’t smile very much at all, actually. It was surprising to Charlie, this fact, because to Charlie, Simon seemed to be living the very lush life. He was a grad student—and to twelve-year-old boys, University Students, with their newfound independence and lack of real responsibility, were in the ideal situation. He was enjoying an extended gap year from his studies and was living, free of charge, under the Fishers’ roof while he gave thrice-daily lessons in English, French, and geography to Charlie. For this, Simon was given a healthy stipend and three-day weekends off. He wore a goatee and heavy black glasses, in the beatnik style. On top of this, he was from Manhattan, played the nylon-string guitar, and had recently been seen in the company of a young French woman named Cécile. Why he should be such a stick-in-the-mud was anyone’s guess.

“A dangling modifier is a phrase, a descriptive phrase, that is describing the wrong object in a sentence,” explained Simon dryly. He gazed out the large picture window. “For example: ‘Having climbed the fence, the distance to the ground was too far for the boy to jump.’ The phrase ‘having climbed the fence’ is wrongly modifying the word ‘the distance,’ instead of . . .” Simon paused and said, “There is a boy climbing the fence.”

Charlie followed Simon’s gaze and saw that the tutor’s clause, modified or no, was right: there was a boy climbing the fence. Or he had finished climbing the fence—a wrought-iron wall some ten feet high, crowded by a thick hedgerow that blocked the view from the busy avenue—and was now hanging from the top of it with his arm crooked around one of the fence’s decorative finials. Some forty feet of the Fishers’ manicured lawn separated the boy from the window to the drawing room, but even from that distance Charlie recognized the boy as none other than Amir, the pickpocket.

Before Charlie could say anything, Simon had already marched to the french doors that let out onto the lawn and shouted, “Hey you! What do you suppose you’re doing there?”

“Wait!” shouted Charlie, leaping from his chair.

“This is a private residence!” Simon continued, waving an accusatory finger in the air as only a professional tutor could.

Amir, hanging from the fence, was unthreatened. Seeing Charlie, he broke into a smile. “Hey there,” he said. He waved his free arm.

Simon was about to alert the security detail when Charlie ran up to his side and said, “Hold on, Simon. I know him.”

“You do?” the tutor sputtered incredulously. He looked back at Amir: unruly brown hair, dirty chinos, faded pink shirt, toothy smile. Somehow, despite this, his doubt was overcome. “Okay,” he said. “But what is he doing on the fence? Couldn’t he have just called at the gate?”

“He’s strange that way,” replied Charlie, and he ran across the lawn toward his friend.

“Wait!” shouted Simon from the open french doors. “Your lesson!”

“Having climbed the fence,” Charlie replied over his shoulder, “the boy realized the distance to the ground was too far! Modifier undangled!”

“It’s not too far,” said Amir, once Charlie had arrived at the spot below him. As if to prove this, he neatly undid his arm from the fence and leapt to the ground with the ease of a tree squirrel. He landed, crouched, and sprang upright, presenting his hand to Charlie in greeting. “Hiya, Charlie,” he said. “Nice place.”

“How did you know how to get here?”

Amir brushed at his arms, as if tidying himself, and gave a whistle. “I’m among the gentry here. You come from—what do you call it—good stock, Charlie Fisher.”

“Thanks. I mean, I guess.” Suddenly Charlie felt very sheepish about his social standing. “It’s my dad’s, really. It’s somewhat overly big for just us. I’d prefer something smaller or . . . But seriously: How did you know where to find me?”

“There are no secrets from Amir. Not in Marseille.”

Charlie studied the boy for a moment before saying, “Well, welcome to my house.”

“Thank you,” said Amir, but his eyes strayed over Charlie’s shoulder. “I think I have interrupted you.”

Simon appeared at Charlie’s side. “Oh, him?” said Charlie. “He’s my tutor. We were just finishing up.”

“Oh, were we?” said Simon. He introduced himself to Amir, who, in turn, eyed him suspiciously.

“Can we please be done?” Charlie asked Simon. “I told Amir we would meet up.”

Simon placed his hands on his hips and breathed in deeply, as if suddenly becoming aware of the warm afternoon and that he was outside in it. The cries of seabirds could be heard, not too far off, and the air smelled faintly of the ocean and jasmine vines. His resistance quickly dissipated. He checked his watch. “We do have only ten minutes remaining,” the tutor said. He looked squarely at his student. “You’ll finish up your reading for next week?”

“Fifty pages, yes, sir.”

“And start your essay. We need something to show for our work here, Charlie.”

“Not a problem.”

“That’s the spirit, Simon,” threw in Amir.

Simon smiled thinly. “Charming friend,” said the tutor. “Your father approves?”

“Better that Father doesn’t know.”

A breeze rustled the leaves of the hedgerow; music could be heard from an open window in a neighboring house. “Very well,” said Simon. “It is a beautiful day. You might be best out enjoying it. One mustn’t lose oneself entirely to study.”

“This one’s schooling has just begun,” said Amir, winking at Charlie.

Simon raised an eyebrow at the boy. Charlie quickly interjected, “What a card you are, Amir. Come on, let’s . . .” He was at a loss for words. “Let’s shoot some marbles.”

“Marbles,” said Simon. He turned and ambled back to the house, saying while he walked, “While shooting marbles in the boules court, the afternoon slowly turned to evening.”

“Dangling modifier!” shouted Charlie. “The afternoon slowly turned to evening while the boys shot marbles in the boules court!”

Simon waved an approving finger as he left their view.

The two boys watched the tutor disappear into the house. Amir then said, “You ready for a real lesson?”

“Let me get my things,” replied Charlie.





Chapter

FOUR

Following Amir through the streets of Marseille was like tracking a frightened snake through tall grass. Charlie did his best impression of an intrepid field zoologist, but it was all he could do to keep up with the pickpocket as the boy dove across streets awash with traffic congestion, shot down hidden alleyways, and leapt over guardrails. There were so many near misses with pedestrians and motorists alike that the two of them trailed a sizable wake of hollered epithets along the way, with Charlie, the responsible one, unfortunately tasked with shouting loud apologies as they went. Amir clearly cared very little what other people thought of him or what sort of consequence his actions might have to his environment. He seemed to Charlie to live like a bright spark. And Charlie could only be a kind of mirror, reflecting this luminescence.

“Keep up!” yelled Amir, after having nearly lost Charlie in the mayhem of a small street market. A group of Algerian women, wearing dark headscarves, watched the two boys disinterestedly. Amir had just passed the last stall and was standing at the intersection of several small streets, waiting on Charlie.

“I’m trying,” said Charlie when he finally reached Amir. The boy was about to spring away again when Charlie grabbed his arm. “Hold up,” he said. “I need to catch my breath.”

“Charlie Fisher,” said Amir, who, it should be noted, was not in the least bit winded by this race through the warrens of Marseille, “you
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