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A REPORTER AT LARGE

THICKER THAN WATER

he stripers weren’t biting. After

watching clients cast in vain for two
hours on Nantucket’s sheltered North
Shore, Captain Jason Mleczko called
his father, who ran the family’s charter-
boat company, and said that he was
heading to the Opening to try fishing
the rips. It was a raw, wet afternoon last
May, with a hard wind gusting out of
the northeast—too cold for fish to be
stirring, really—but Mleczko’s clients,
four twenty-six-year-old guys, remained
enthusiastic. “It was nasty out,” one said,
“but it beat having beers on land.”

They'd come in for Figawi, the Me-
morial Day Weekend rite in which
young professionals swamp the is-
land’s bars and strip its shops of “I Am
the Man from Nantucket” T-shirts.
(The weekend is predicated on a Hyan-
nis-to-Nantucket sailboat race named
for an early competitor’s baffled cry:
“Where the fuck are we?”) After a late
night that Friday, the guys woke up at
the family summer house of their host,
Andrew Curren. Shortly before 11 A.M.,
they put windbreakers on over their
sweatshirts and fleeces, grabbed two
twelve-packs of Bud Light, kissed their
girlfriends, drove to the pier off Mada-
ket Harbor, and trooped aboard.

Jason Mleczko (Muh-/ess-ko) was
thirty-three and married, with infant
twins, but his younger passengers
warmed to him right away. A strapping
six-foot-five fisherman with dirty-
blond hair, Jason had the candid, bois-
terous manner of a golden retriever. As
the guys drank up, with only Jason
abstaining, the conversation skipped
from fishing to lacrosse to friends
in common, the easy lingua franca
of young men from the prep-school
dominion. Curren, a gregarious 1. T.
manager, was at the center of the group.
He had gone to Washington College
with Joe Coveney, a chipper financial-
data salesman, and Kent McClintock,
a banker and an experienced outdoors-
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A Nantucket family’s trial at sea.
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man. After college, he had roomed in
Washington, D.C., with Alex Cam-
eron, a short, smilingly combative man,
who'd driven all night from Virginia,
where he was attending the business
school at U.V.A.

Now, at 1 P.M., Jason pointed to the
map of Nantucket sewn on Andrew’s
fleece to indicate their route and desti-
nation. In the off-season, he was a
middle-school science teacher at Derby
Academy, on the Massachusetts main-
land, and he enjoyed explaining things.
They'd head west along the North
Shore, fishing the shoals as they went,
then thread a channel south of Tuck-
ernuck Island to reach the outside of a
horseshoe-shaped sandbar—the Open-
ing. “I bet you we'll catch a fish there,”
he said, “and then we'll call it a day.”

Once they arrived, at 1:45, Jason
edged the boat toward a region he called
the Shallow Spot, where a shoal lurked
two feet down. He explained that the
tide sucking out over the bar, the “rip,”
should stir up sand eels and spearing,
which attract striped bass. As the guys
cast into the white water, he would let
the boat drift out with the current, pow-
ering back in every so often but staying
on the safe side of the breakers. Jason’s
father, Tom, insisted that his captains
observe this precaution: always have the
tide pushing you away from danger.

This brand of charter fishing—cast-
ing with light tackle from a boat work-
ing the edge of the surf—was essen-
tially Tom’s invention: a four-hour,
six-hundred-and-seventy-five-dollar,
rough-and-tumble alternative to the
“bluefish buses” that trolled placidly in
Nantucket Harbor, some ten miles to
the east of the Opening. Tom Mleczko,
whose four boats constituted the is-
land’s largest fleet, was a taciturn,
gravel-voiced man who loved to combat
the elements. “The rougher the day, the
better the fishing,” he liked to say. Over
the years, that philosophy had cost him

a broken ankle, a broken arm, and sev-
eral broken ribs, but gained him the de-
votion of such clients as George H. W.
Bush, with whom he’d conspired to
ditch a trailing Secret Service boat,
and Jimmy Buffett, whom he'd raced in
an impromptu contest—fishing boat
against seaplane—and then rescued
when Buffett’s plane crashed. David
Halberstam, a longtime Nantucket res-
ident, wrote that Tom was “by consen-
sus, our best fisherman.”

The guys’ Figawi-weekend trip had
been booked by Kent McClintock’s
girlfriend, Jenn Fenton, who knew the
Mleczkos; in 2008, she'd spent the sum-
mer on the island, scheduling trips for
Tom and babysitting his grandchildren.
“T'he whole family was warm and wel-
coming,” she said, “and all his clients al-
ways told me Tom was the best.” Tom’s
boat was reserved when she called, so
the guys went out with Jason. Like his
father, Jason was “fishy”: he had a nose
for the slicks the bluefish left after vom-
iting up eels, that smell of new-mown
grass. He also prided himself on his
ability to navigate the white water that
stripers frequented. Yet his friend Corey
Gammill, who was one of Tom’s cap-
tains for six years, observed that “Jason
would catch fish some other guys didn'’t,
but he also put himself in rough water
more. He was trying to push envelopes
to create some of those legendary fish-
ing stories he grew up hearing about
his dad.”

he Opening, described by Robert

Lowell as “a brackish reach of shoal
off Madaket,” is the most ticklish fishing
spot in Nantucket’s capricious waters.
The shoals shift constantly and the
waves can arise from four directions,
churning like an industrial washing ma-
chine. Sheila Lucey, the island’s har-
bormaster, says, “The Opening is not
marked with buoys. No one wants the
liability.” The churn there has capsized
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at least four boats in recent memory,
and in 2008 a rogue wave swept off
both the anglers aboard a boat called the
Queen Bee, which kept heading east
and wound up, nearly four years later,
in Spain.

Capt. Tom’s Charters usually fished
the Opening in one of its two twenty-
nine-foot Hawks, big, beamy boats with
an unusually low center of gravity. If a
strong wave caught them broadside,
theyd just “power slide” sideways. That
day, though, one of the Hawks was in
Hyannis being painted, and Tom was out
in the other. So Jason had taken Jabb, a
sporty twenty-three-foot Maritime
Defiant. Tom believed that his captains
could fish the rips in Jabb if the waves
didn’t exceed six feet, but he didn’t rec-
ommend that anyone else try it: “Most of
the other captains don’t understand what
we do and don’t have the skill to do it.”
Jason would have taken Jabb even if the
other Hawk had been available; it was his
first trip of the season and he wanted the
smaller boat’s range, so that he could
roam in search of stripers. He also liked
buzzing along at thirty knots, skipping
over the crests like a stone.

At the Opening, there were heavy
storm clouds gathering in the south, and
the combination of the incoming swell,
the outgoing tide, and the twenty-five-
mile-an-hour gusts of wind made for
thick, unruly waves. Another local cap-
tain, P. ]. Rubin, had decided to surf the
nearby break at Madaket Beach rather
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than go fishing that day, but he quickly
packed it in: “We had double-overhead
waves that cleaned out all the best surf-
ers on the island,” he said. Almost all
of Nantucket's charter boats cancelled
their trips.

After Jason arrived at the Opening,
he made a few passes, feeling right at
home: when he was eight, on a trip with
his father, he'd caught his first striper
just off Tuckernuck. The shoals at the
Shallow Spot seemed to lie much as
he remembered, and the waves, though
strengthening, were only three to five
feet. Then an eight-footer snapped over
the bow, knocking down Joe Coveney
and swamping the deck. Joe usually had
a good sense of humor, but now he
handed his rod to Alex Cameron and
sat by the center console, soaked and
shivering. The air temperature was
fifty-three and dropping; the water
temperature was fifty-two. It was Joe’s
first visit to Nantucket, and he didn’t
want to be the guy who said, “We should
go in"—but he wanted to go in. Jason
looked at his phone, saw that it was
2:08, and suggested they take one last
pass.

Alex at once caught a bluefish, and
the guys cheered: they'd finally blooded
themselves, even if it was only a seven-
pounder. Jason helped him remove the
hook and release the fish, and powered
in toward the bar. As he approached the
white water, he looked up to see a wave
looming over his right shoulder—a nine-

“For your information, this stuff” happens to be my husband!”

foot mass of water. He gunned Jabb into
it and crested the wave before it broke,
but it wrenched the boat to port, making
everyone go “Whoo!"—the roller-coaster
yell. Jason, who knew that big waves
come in threes, shouted, “We're gonna
make it!,” as he spun the bow toward
the incoming surf. The guys, laughing as
they regained their balance, were taken
aback. Why wouldn’t they make it> The
second wave, a twelve-footer, hit four
seconds later. The bow soared up over
the wave crest, then plunged down so
hard that it knifed below the surface.
Water flooded the deck to the gunwales,
washing the tackle bag overboard and
sending everyone flying. Kent and An-
drew, flung together in the stern, ex-
changed a look of dismay.

The third huge wave came early and
from a new angle, surging toward their
port stern. With no time to turn into it,
Jason shouted, “Hold on!,” and pinned
the throttle to outrun it. But at the Shal-
low Spot there was no deeper water to
escape to. The wave caught them from
behind and lifted them until they were
surfing its face. They hung there for five
seconds—their port gunwale tilting
overhead, the Yamaha outboard whir-
ring in the air—as if time were taking a
breath. Jason still believed that they'd
shoot the barrel and make it out. Then
the starboard gunwale hit sand, and
with fantastic power the wave lifted the
boat and hurled it onto the sandbar up-
side down. All that was visible of Jabb
from above was a strip of maroon-
painted hull.

Jason had reflexively crouched be-
tween his seat and the console; now he
was squashed in three feet of water, his
head bumping the deck. The steel
radar tower atop the center console
was buried in the sand, pinning the
boat in place. With the motor buzz-
ing crazily and the current swarming
around him, it was as if he’d crashed
into a hive of bees. His mind went to
his father. I'm an idiot, he thought. Ve
don’t capsize.

Tom Mleczko first visited Nantucket
in the summer of 1970. He went
with his brother, who was dating a lively
young woman named Bambi Gifford,
from a banking family that had sum-
mered there for three generations. One
night, Bambi announced that she was
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going fishing in the morning—any tak-
ers? Tom was the only one eager to
rise at 5 A.M., and, Bambi recalls, “that
sealed our fate.” Casting into a gleam-
ing sunrise off Madaket, Tom said, “I
fell in love with the whole thing—my
wife, the fishing, the island. It was all a
big magical package.”

The couple married and had three
children: Priscilla, known as Wink; Al-
lison, known as A.].; and Jason. In the
off-season, Tom taught middle-school
science at the New Canaan Country
School, in Connecticut, where the stu-
dents called him Mez and regularly
dedicated the yearbook to him. He
was one of those charismatic men
whose devotion to a subject—from ge-
netics to coaching hockey—was inextri-
cable from his conviction that hard
work was vital to mastery.

When each of his children turned
two, Tom would strap skates on them
and leave them in the middle of an out-
door rink, with the promise of hot choc-
olate if they skated to the edge. When
they crawled off in tears, he'd return
them to the ice. Bambi recalls, “The
other mothers would say, “That’s the
meanest thing I've ever seen! ” But by
the third day the Mleczko toddlers
would be skating. Wink grew up to cap-
tain the women’s hockey team at Har-
vard, as did A.J., who also starred on the
U.S. team that won a gold medal at
the 1998 Olympics. And even though
Bambi was wary around the water—as
a girl, in 1956, she had been aboard the
Andrea Doria when it sank off Nan-
tucket one foggy night, killing fifty-two
people—she became the first female
commodore of the Nantucket Yacht
Club. Everyone in the family had a
Nantucket Nectars bottle cap devoted
to his or her achievements, except Jason.

The year Wink was born, 1973,
Tom began running summer fishing
charters out of the island’s West End.
He'd make himself a peanut butter,
mayonnaise, and lettuce sandwich, then
head out from dawn till dusk; Bambi
kept the books and manned the phones
(while also running a dress shop in
town). “Family days” would be more
fishing, just with the family. When
Tom retired from teaching, in 1996, he
and Bambi moved to the island year-
round, and he increased his fleet to four
boats, all painted flag blue. ( Jabb stands

‘T'm working part time, but I'm hoping that once I finish
my master’s they'll up my hours to full time.”

for “Just Another Blue Boat.”) “My dad
taught us that if you're the captain you're
in charge,” Wink says, “and if you're not
the captain there’s no shame in that, but
you have to listen to the captain.”
When chasing fish, Tom would bliss-
fully lose track of time. Bambi would
often be on the verge of phoning for
help when Tom returned, his chinos stiff
with bluefish blood, and shook his head,
saying, “Don’t call the Coast Guard.”
This was a Nantucket dynamic known to
every whaler’s wife who ever trod a wid-
ow’s walk. It had been that way since the
English settlers’ first voyage to the island,
in 1659, when Thomas Macy captained
a small boat from Martha’s Vineyard.
After a storm blew up and Macy’s wife
grew anxious, he cried, “Woman, go
below and seek thy God! I fear not the
witches on earth nor the devils in Hell!”
Over the centuries, the area’s chopping
currents, shifting shoals, and whirling
storms caused more than seven hundred

wrecks and earned it the nickname the
Graveyard of the Atlantic.

In recent decades, as the island be-
came a tycoon’s paradise, and as the me-
dian price of its homes rose above a mil-
lion dollars, that sense of constant peril
diminished. The danger was obscured
by the massive yachts and the ubiqui-
tous G.P.S. systems, and also by the is-
land’s hummocky, cranberry-coated to-
pography; though you're nearly always
within a mile or two of the ocean, you
rarely catch sight of it. So Tom’s timing
in starting his business was perfect: he
was offering the old, manly Nantucket
just as the new, wealthy Nantucket be-
came eager for a turnkey version of it.

Trapped inside Jabb, Jason tried to

squirm under the starboard gun-
wale, but the surf was battering it into
the sand. He turned back, but the bun-
gee cord that held his pliers to his belt
snagged behind him. As he realized he
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was stuck, he also realized that he was
running out of air, and he panicked for
amoment. Then he ripped the pliers off
his belt, crawled to the port gunwale,
heaved it up, and squeezed beneath it.

When he surfaced, gasping, he saw
Andrew Curren, ten feet away. Andrew
had wormed out near the stern and
grabbed a life jacket that was floating by
in the froth. It was a child’s jacket, so
small that it prevented deep breaths and
pinioned his arms high like flapping
bird’s wings, but he dutifully kept it on.
Jason paddled over and they swam to-
gether to the boat, diving under the roll-
ers as they came in.

As they clutched the gunwale, An-
drew shouted, “What do we do? What
do we do?” The surf slammed the boat,
lifting and dropping it like a bathtub
toy, flinging them off. They fought back
to it, and Jason was able to scramble
onto the hull. When he stood, he saw
three heads in the water, fifty feet
away. While he was shouting for them
to swim to the boat, a wave broke on top
of him. He and Andrew were rolled and
boiled fifteen yards before they could
surface. Jason kicked off his boots to
swim more freely, but the waves were all
ten-to-twelve-footers now, immensely
strong, one after another, so they could
never catch their breath.

The fifth time they got knocked off,
Jason found himself on his back, being
sucked under. His soggy red fleece had
become a straitjacket. Gazing up as he
sank, he accepted that he was going to
die. Then he grew terrified and angry,
and he thrashed to the surface, where he
saw that Andrew, too, had surrendered
to the water. “It’s like a warm blanket that
settles over you,” Andrew said. “I was
just going down to the bottom when
Jason reached over and pulled me back to
the boat.”

By now, the corkscrewing of surf and
tide had ripped the radar tower off the
console, and Jabb began to drift south,
toward calmer water. Once Jason and
Andrew dived out beyond the break,
they were able to wriggle back onto the
hull. They stood on this perch, an area
about ten feet by six, and peered through
the seething wave caps. The others had
disappeared. Andrew was still shouting,
“What the fuck do we do?” Jason finally
replied, “I don’t know! I've never been in
this situation.” Andrew suggested that
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they try to flip the boat, so they jumped
on one side of it until Jason said to
stop—if they righted the boat it might
sink. Having regained his bearings, he'd
realized he was still the captain.

That was when he saw two heads in
the water, far to the southwest. Joe Cov-
eney was closer. He'd surfaced amid a
whirlpool and had to swim desperately
just to stay afloat. It wasn’t until he was
fifty yards from the boat that the current
eased enough for him to look around and
notice Kent McClintock fifteen yards
behind him. Kent yelled “Help!” and Joe,
hearing him, shouted, “Call the fucking
Coast Guard!,” to no one in particular.
Then Kent cried, “Help me, Joe—I'm
bleeding! 'm dying!” The water around
him was stained dark red. “T'm not going
to make it.” “You are, you are!” Joe said.

Joe caught sight of Andrew and Jason
waving to them from the hull. He called
out to Kent, “Let’s get back to the boat!,”
and took off in a vigorous crawl. He
was a good athlete, a former pitcher for
Washington College’s baseball team,
and the water had erased any woozi-
ness caused by the beer. Even so, the
swim took ten minutes; his sweatshirt
seemed heavy as a bearskin rug. He ar-
rived so weary that Jason and Andrew
had to tug him aboard.

When he was able to stand, he
couldn’t see Kent, let alone Alex. The
sea was empty. Filled with guilt that
he had left the others behind, Joe said,
“Kent’s dying—he’s not going to make
it.” Andrew, still wearing his child's life
jacket, was overcome; he'd brought his
friends to Nantucket, and now, as he
kept saying, “they’re dead, they're dead!”
“Shut the fuck up—we'll find them!”
Jason yelled, increasingly afraid that
they wouldn't.

n New Canaan, Tom Mleczko walked

Jason to school, coached his teams
in football, hockey, and lacrosse, and
taught his sex-ed class. “I was bom-
barded with my dad,” Jason said. To
forestall accusations of favoritism, Tom
was hard on him—giving him extra
sprints, making him serve team penal-
ties. So, naturally, Jason grew his hair
long, cut corners, and took a postgradu-
ate year before attending Hamilton Col-
lege. He was charming but distractible,
promising but perennially boyish—the
youngest child you notice on the Christ-

mas card and wonder about, the one
whose broad smile hides an uncertainty
about who he’s supposed to be.

When Jason was twelve, he got busted
for jumping a ferry’s wake in his Boston
Whaler. “Tommy’s boy?” the harbor-
master said reprovingly. His father sat
him down: “You've got to realize that
you're Jason Mleczko. Respect the history
of Nantucket that we're a part of—this is
our life, our community. Gaining peo-
ple’s respect takes work, but it also takes
work to keep it.” Jason listened in despair.
“Dad,” he said, “I can’t get away from
you!” On a forty-eight-square-mile is-
land, there was no place to hide.

At fourteen, Jason began to realize
why Tom wouldn’t answer directly when
he asked, “What'd you catch?,” saying
only, “They had a great time”; fishing
wasn't so much about landing fish as it
was about making memories. At six-
teen, he started working for his father as
a striker—local parlance for a mate—
and calling him Cap'n, or Cap. Tom
would bellow constant fond reminders:
“Jase, wake up! Jase, set the anchor! Jase,
did you call the clients?” Everyone in the
Mleczko operation had a “dog” name:
Tom was Mad Dog, Bambi was Top
Dog, and Jason was Lazy Dog. Jason
earned his captain’s license at twenty,
but his father watched him for two more
years before making him a captain.
“When Jason started captaining, he
sometimes acted his age,” Mike Hol-
land, a family friend who often fished
with both Tom and Jason, said. “But
he continued to learn at the feet of the
master.”

At about the time that Jason began
running boats, several other fishermen,
some of them former employees of
Tom’s, set up rival operations. It was a
small island and a short season, and
there were only so many places to
fish, so the captains’ collegiality was
often underpinned by jealousy and
murmured trash talk. Some said that
Tom ran his boats hard, without quite
enough respect for safety. His fleet was
up to code, but while the Mleczkos had
often talked about fitting their boats
with EPIRBs—Emergency Position In-
dicating Radio Beacons, which send
an automatic distress signal if a boat
flips—Tom had thriftily decided to
hold oft. Other captains carry self-
inflating life jackets, but the Mleczkos
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house with a friend from high school, had
called and texted Kent five times. Her
friend suggested that the guys must have
gone for a beer, but at 4:30 Jenn called the
Mleczkos. A.J. answered, and said that
the boat had probably broken down and
that Tom was out looking for it. She
wasn't worried: “I thought, Of course Ja-
son’s not answering his phone—it's at the
bottom of the harbor, where he’s dropped
it twenty times before.” Jenn tried the
other passengers’ phones, which all went
straight to voice mail. When she called
the Mleczkos back with this news, A.J.’s
stomach dropped. Bambi immediately
called Tom.

Dismayed, Tom moved offshore and
began serpentining to cover more water,
worried that his engine noise would
drown any cries for help. When he ap-
proached the Opening, he thought
again about calling the Coast Guard.
He was beginning to brace for disaster.
“I had confidence in Jason. He’s good
under stress. But you suddenly realize
how insignificant you are out here. I've
always felt that I had control out on the
water—that the ocean was my buddy—
and now I didn’t.”

s the storm drew near, the world
went leaden, then charcoal gray:
the sky, the water, the occasional soot-
colored cormorant. “Seeing a squid boat
in the distance gave us perspective on
how tiny we were,” Joe said. “We were on
the same level as all this ocean, a flat,
alien plane.” As his deadline of 5 P.M.
came and went, Joe’s spirits
sank. Jason had said that any
rescue boat would be coming
west through the channel
from Madaket Harbor, so
they'd kept their eyes on that
spot, but in the murk they'd
missed Tom’s boat, and
nothing else appeared. An-
drew felt that the fog and the
storm made darkness their
final deadline. The blacker it got, the
closer to death he felt.

Jason had the same thoughts. He'd
begun with complete faith that his father
would find them. As the afternoon dark-
ened, he'd begun to think, If anyone finds
us, it'll be my dad. Now he just repeated
to himself, “God, I hope he finds us.” As
he thought about his three-month-old
sons, and how they would grow up with-

=+,
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out knowing him, tears sprang to his eyes.
He began kissing his wedding ring and
murmuring their names: “Wes and Coop,
Wes and Coop.” Kent asked, “Are you
saying goodbye?” “Fuck, no!” Jason re-
plied, mustering all his bravado. “You
guys are lucky you're with me—I'm seeing
my goddam boys again!”

At 5:20, the rain stopped, and a few
minutes later the fog lifted. Everyone ex-
cept Alex, who was still in a heap, stood
and stretched in the wan sunlight. At 5:40,
Jason remarked that they needed to think
about plans for the night. He could see the
boat’s anchor line beneath them, and he
planned to dive for it and loop himself and
each of his passengers to one of the boat’s
cleats. “T would have said it was for safety
in the night, so if you got washed over you
could haul yourself back to the boat. But I
was also thinking, At least that way they'll
find my body.” While he was under the
boat, he planned to search the console for
a knife or a screwdriver so he could scratch
some final words on the hull: “To Wes
and Coop, I'm more excited to be your
dad than anything else. Thank you for
being out here with me.” And to his wife,
Jenny: “I love you forever, you should re-
marry.” That was a lot of words, though—
what could he leave out?

“Boat!” Kent yelled. He'd seen a fur-
row in the water about two miles off,
heading south. Jason squinted, eighty per
cent sure it was Purple Water. He ripped
the red reflector panel from the child’s
life jacket and held it high in his left hand
to catch the light, waving the jacket with
his right hand and standing
as tall as he could. They all
stared in silence, willing the
boat to turn, but it continued
on, past perpendicular. Jason
crushed his makeshift signal
flags onto his head.

L7

hen the fog lifted,

Tom was still head-

ing south. A half-mile off
Tuckernuck, he slowed and turned his
gaze to some commercial squid boats five
miles away, thinking, I wish I could see
Jason as well as I can see those boats. He felt
numb, empty, receptive. Then he saw a
tiny flicker out of the corner of his right
eye—a movement that was subtly out of
cadence with the waves. He swivelled and
stared, not daring to blink: nothing. Then

he saw it again—an infinitesimal nod in

the water. There they are! he thought,
powering into a right-hand turn.

When Jason saw the wake erupt, tears
began pouring from his eyes. He grabbed
Kent's shoulder and cried, “We're going
home!” Kent didn’t stop screaming with
joy until Purple Water hove to. When
Tom got close enough to count five
heads, he, too, was suffused with relief
and joy, yet he maintained a stern, rescue-
mode demeanor. As he idled alongside
the wreck, so that the castaways could
step aboard, he said, “What happened?”
Then he asked if anyone needed medical
attention, and they said that Alex did.

Alex came over first, almost plunging
aboard, and the others followed. Tom
told them to go below to the cuddy, put
on foul-weather gear, and stay warm.
Andrew suddenly succumbed to motion
sickness and began vomiting over the
side, as Tom patted his back. In the
cuddy, Joe leaned his head on Kent’s
chest and began weeping: “I'm so sorry
I couldn’t help you more!” Kent said
that he understood—there was only so
much anyone could handle out there.

Up top, Jason threw his arms around
his father, who gave him a preoccupied
pat and said, “What are we going to do
about that boat?” Jason stared, hoping his
father would say, “You take the wheel,
and I'll go anchor Jabb,” but he didn't.
Tom knew he was behaving stiffly, and
he later said, “I felt that, as Jason’s em-
ployer and his father, I should make this
whole thing better—only I didn’t know
how.” Jason unspooled the line attached
to Purple Water's anchor, cut a hundred
and fifty feet, and threw the anchor over-
board. Then, reluctantly, he followed the
anchor into the water and swam the line
to Jabb. As he began making clumsy half
hitches, tethering the line to Jabb's bow
with numb fingers, the passengers came
on deck, astonished that Tom wasn’t im-
mediately taking Alex to the hospital,
and even more astonished to see Jason
back in the water. When the task was
done, Jason swam to Purple Water’s
bow, but couldn’t pull himself onto it.
Tom looked over, askance, and Jason
said, “Cap, I've been in the water for four
hours—I'm at about ten per cent.” He
finally crabbed himself aboard.

As they headed home, Tom called
Bambi and said, “I found ’em.” She
burst into tears. Then he called the local
boatyard to ask if it could salvage Jabb
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that day. The head of the boatyard said
no, given the weather—the storm
would last three days—and reminded
Tom to alert the Coast Guard. Instead,
Tom called his friend Sheila Lucey, the
harbormaster, to say that “one of my
boats capsized, and we're on our way in.”
She would meet him at the dock with
two ambulances, and Alex would be air-
lifted to Massachusetts General, in Bos-
ton, to get the water drained from his
lungs and be treated for a concussion.

The fog and the cold rain had rolled
back in, so Tom told Jason to go below
and get warm, but Jason said, “T'm staying
up here with you.” When they reached
Madaket Harbor, their home waters,
Tom eased back on the throttle, turned to
his son, and pulled him into his arms. Im-
mediately comforted, Jason was glad he'd
been the one to anchor Jabb. “My dad was
right,” he said. “You don’t leave your boat.”

he next morning, Tom’s grandson

Oliver was christened at St. Paul's
Episcopal Church. The choir sang the
familiar hymn:

Eternal Father, strong to save,

Whose arm hath bound the restless wave,

Who bidd’st the mighty ocean deep

Its own appointed limits keep:

Oh hear us when we cry to thee

For those in peril on the sea.

Tom started to cry, and Bambi, see-
ing her husband in tears for the first time
since his father died, wept and hugged
him. Then Jason, recalling the feel of
Wes’s warm breath on his neck when he
got home the night before, began to cry,
and soon the entire family was weeping.

As news of the rescue flashed around
the island, the Mleczkos were surrounded
by well-wishers. They were lauded in the
local press, and later recognized with life-
saving awards. Some captains embraced
Tom and said, “What happens if my boat
rolls and you're not around?” But there
were also murmurs about Tom’s judg-
ment in going out to search alone, and a
strong feeling that Jason, as one captain
putit, “had made a bad decision”—to fish
the Opening, in those conditions, in that
boat—*“that ultimately led to him having
to make a bunch of great decisions to save
lives.” If even one passenger had died,
every captain would have suffered.

Yet the passengers all felt that it was
an accident, and that Jason had behaved
heroically. He'd gathered them, kept
them on the boat, mastered their doubts

“O.K., first things first—did everyone sign the card?”

as well as his own—saved their lives.
They were less taken with Tom, who'd
actually rescued them. His failure to call
the Coast Guard bewildered them, as
did his inability, at the moment of res-
cue, to express the empathy he'd made
his clients feel for forty years.

A sense of connectedness had frayed
out there on the water: the ocean separated
them, then brought them back together,
but not all the way. Andrew jumped into
a swimming pool not long afterward and
felt sick to his stomach. When Kent was
tired, he'd find himself replaying the inci-
dent, helplessly watching the boat hang in
the air and then begin to flip. It took a
week for Alex's mind to clear, and when
people asked him, “How was your Memo-
rial Day?,” he'd say, “Oh, fine,” too embar-
rassed to go into it.

For Jason, secing the fog lift just as his
father arrived was “a religious moment.”
He was convinced that no one else would
have found him. But though he had been
inspired by his passengers’ ferocious fights
to get back to the boat, their will to live,
he struggled with the burden of having
put them to the test. He'd always imag-

ined the ordeal would be his alone. “When
I'm lying in bed and I can'’t sleep and it’s
dark, I can put myself back under the boat
anytime,” he said. With a determined
smile, he added, “But I choose not to.”
Two weeks after the accident, Tom
tried to tighten a boat's engine belt with
the engine running, and cut off the last
inch of his right index finger. “It was total
stupidity,” he said. “T'd been doing it for
forty years without consequences, and it
caught up with me.” He slid the fingertip
into a plastic bag and tried to keep on
fishing, but his clients insisted that he go
to the hospital. “After that, people kept
saying, “Two strikes, Captain—what's
the third one? I said, ‘No third strike—
it’s totally unrelated.” ” He installed
EPIRBs in his boats this winter, but he
was reluctant to acknowledge any larger
lessons. “We'd still have gone to the rips
that day,” he said. Yet he would wake at
night to find himself back at the Open-
ing, peering out at the vast dark sea.
“What if I hadn’t seen that little move-
ment? What if I'd been looking two de-
grees to the left? The ocean—it turns out
it's pretty impersonal. It doesn’t care.” ¢
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