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To the men and women of the
United States Coast Guard
and to all the people
whose lives were touched by what happened
on July 24, 2013, and who turned their focus,
their prayers, their good will, and,
in many cases, their time and effort
to a man lost at sea.



















“The Ocean’s your mother, your bitch and your lover and nobody gets to ride free


It’s a roll of the dice if she’ll let you survive so bow down, boys, to the Queen.”


—The Tale of Johnny Load, by The Nancy Atlas Project







“You are strong and you are resilient, remember this. You will have the strength to survive the current circumstances. Know that the Universe is ready with a huge cosmic second wind and take some alone time to tap into it when you need to. It is important that you remember how resilient you are. Also how resourceful. Take a break and come back to yourself and feel your strength again before making big decisions.”


—Johnny Aldridge’s horoscope for July 23,
the night the Anna Mary set forth,
as it appeared in the Oakdale, Long Island,
neighborhood paper.







“I think all of Montauk felt that we were witnessing something extraordinary that day. You are able to see the very best in people when help is needed, and the instinct of so many is to do not only everything they can, but to push beyond that to never give up. And then to have the result be a miracle. I don’t even know this fellow personally, but I don’t think I’ll ever forget that day.”


—Catherine Ecker Flanagan, Montauk native
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Prologue



From the air, the most conspicuous natural feature on the far East End of New York’s Long Island is the nine-hundred-acre circular expanse of Montauk Harbor. On a clear, bright, sunny day, the kind of day that the East End experiences most of the year, everybody’s fantasies about a seaside community come dazzlingly to life in this place. The sunlight glints off the sea more radiantly than it does over fields and towns farther west toward New York City. Seagulls wheel overhead. Cloudless skies are cerulean, sand golden. Every kind of boat in the harbor—from sailboat to cruiser, motor yacht to dinghy, fishing vessel to kayak—bobs gently in its slip on the sparkling water, rising and dipping, knocking gently against the wooden dock while the breeze carries the scent of ocean salt across dunes and beaches, gardens and backyard decks.


Radiating out from the harbor’s circumference is the storied hamlet of Montauk itself. “Downtown” is mostly south and west of the harbor, its shops and businesses low slung and understated. To the east, west, and south of the harbor, clusters of residential streets snake and spiral along the flat topography and fill but do not crowd the narrow available space, which extends just some four miles from north to south shore. Many of the houses, mostly of one or two stories, are sheathed in the gray shingle that is the classic Montauk look. They are ringed around and often partially hidden by thick shrubs and tall sea grasses, by stunted-looking scrub oaks and twisted black cherry trees that remain low and out of the wind, by clumps of mint and salvia and ferns, by gardens that in season sport every color and variety of perennial and annual possible in the loamy soil, not to mention the stalks of corn and vines heavy with tomatoes that exemplify summer here.


The houses, the shops, the dunes, the broad beaches, the views of the sea from decks and terraces are hallmarks of the East End, yet all revolve in one way or another around the harbor, which is central to the life of the community and to the sense of place here. So it is perhaps ironic that there is nothing natural about Montauk Harbor at all. From the moment it was carved by glaciers in the Pleistocene Epoch until the early twentieth century, this body of water was a freshwater lake, the largest in a collection of lakes, ponds, pools, rivers, and marshes that dot Long Island. It was called the Great Lake, and at a point along its northern shoreline only a minuscule distance—maybe three-tenths of a mile—separated the freshwater lake from the open ocean of Block Island Sound.


That is one reason the lake caught the attention of eccentric entrepreneur and real estate developer Carl Fischer, the man who, among other innovations, operated the first-ever car dealership in America. Fischer wanted to turn Montauk into the “Miami Beach of the North,” envisioning, in what was then a sleepy settlement a hundred miles from New York City, a high-end resort for millionaires. It would be up-market and pricey and would offer elegant hotels, a casino, golf courses—every amenity and amusement a millionaire could desire. Many of the guests of the caliber Fischer sought for the resort would naturally arrive by yacht, so in 1927 he blasted a hole in the northern shoreline of the Great Lake, dredged the lake, and made it the port for the East End of the island. On a small island within his new harbor, Star Island, he built the Montauk Yacht Club and the Star Island Casino, figuring he was off to a good start.


And so he was, and so he might have continued, but the Crash of 1929 put an end to Fischer’s wealth and to his fantasy of a northern match for Miami Beach, where, some years later, he died in poverty.


In a way, of course, Fischer’s fantasy came true: the East End of Long Island is indeed a celebrated playground for the rich and famous, the Montauk Yacht Club thrives, and the harbor Fischer built became the main port of the East End, an important Navy station during World War II, and the current site of the US Coast Guard station. Today the “unnatural” Montauk Harbor Fischer created is New York’s premier fishing port, home base for the state’s largest commercial and recreational fishing fleets.


The locals who make their living off the work of these fleets constitute a unique and tightly knit community—men and women linked to fishing down the generations, or through friendship, or through being born here, or because they chose this place and this community at the easternmost edge of a jutting island above all others, and because they take pride in weathering the financial, physical, and emotional highs and lows of their livelihood together. Considering their impact on the industry, their numbers are small:


The commercial fishing fleet, the professionals who pursue for profit the wild fish and seafood we eat, consists of only some forty vessels. They go out in search of a select few species that flourish in the waters off Montauk—especially tilefish, squid, fluke, whiting, scallops, crab, and lobster.


Five boats in the fleet trap lobsters. Four of them do so within twenty miles of the shore. Only one fishes out of sight of land, farther out in the Atlantic.


That is the Anna Mary, a forty-four-footer built in 1983 and owned since 2003 by John J. Aldridge III and Anthony Sosinski, both residents of Montauk. The men are opposites in style, personality, and appearance. Although both are slight of build, Sosinski is fair, blond haired, and operates at a finger-snapping pace, while Aldridge, olive skinned and black haired, is deliberate in his speech and movements. But they have been professional partners almost as long as they have been friends—that is, for most of their lives. Assisted, typically, by an additional crew member, they cocaptain the boat on twice- or thrice-weekly outings, weather permitting, during a fishing season extending from April through the end of December. They head out to “their” fishing grounds—ocean real estate marked by the presence on the sea floor of their traps—and hope to haul in an abundance of lobster and crab for sale to the wholesalers who will distribute it to markets and restaurants.


On the evening of Tuesday, July 23, 2013, at the Westlake Dock at the end of Westlake Drive in the Anna Mary’s slip—second on the left from the road—the two men were preparing their boat for just such an outing. Evening departures are typical in their business, and on that evening, everything was business as usual…













Chapter 1



Overboard


July 24, 2013


“Did you go clamming today?” I ask Anthony as he arrives, which he does by jumping down from the dock onto the deck of the Anna Mary.


“This morning, yeah.”


Anthony goes clamming and oystering almost whenever he can. He doesn’t just wade and wait for what he can pick up either; he puts on fins and a mask with snorkel and goes venturing out to explore more deeply, searching for the very best specimens, the kind that fetch the best price. He has been doing this ever since we were kids.


“Did you call Bob or Marie at the Fish Farm?” he asks me now. “They good with taking our catch?”


“All good,” I answer.


We’re getting things ready, preparing to head out to sea for the next thirty hours or more, checking our traps and lines and other equipment, and waiting for our supplies of bait to be delivered. I see Anthony zeroing in on one of the lobster traps we’ve just repaired. He examines it—seems it’s okay to him.


I get a whiff of cigarette smoke coming out of the wheelhouse. That would be Mike Migliaccio, our crew member for this trip, as for many, many trips over the years.


“Mikey!” I yell. “Smoke outside, will you? You’re killing me with this stuff!”


Mike emerges, puffing smoke. Migliaccio is rarely without a Marlboro Red stuck between his lips. It is one reason—if only one—why he is a man of very few words.


“Hey, Mike,” Anthony yells out. “You still living at Gary’s place?” The playful taunting of crew members by captains is a cherished tradition aboard fishing vessels, so co-captain Anthony is taking his turn against crew member Migliaccio.


Mike spits the cigarette butt overboard. “I’m moving out of there,” he declares. “That place is a mess.”


We laugh—Mike does too.


L&L pulls up with our bait. They’re a bait wholesaler from up-island—Bayshore, to be exact, about seventy-five miles west of us—and they’re here to drop off some two thousand pounds of frozen bunker and skate in large cardboard flats. The three of us unload the bait into twenty plastic crates stacked behind the wheelhouse, then supplement it with baskets full of bycatch from other boats along the dock. In this business nothing goes to waste.


Sometime between 8:00 and 8:30 we pull out of the slip—a calm, warm summer night, with a little bit of daylight still holding on to the horizon. I’m in the wheelhouse and nose the boat up to Gosman’s, the wholesaler outfit big enough to have its own dock in Montauk Harbor, for a quick stop to fill up our ice coolers—four of them, each capable of holding two hundred pounds. One cooler is for the food we will eat over the length of our trip; the other three are to chill the tuna and mahi-mahi we will troll for when we’re heading from one string of lobster traps to the next. It doesn’t take long to fill the coolers, and pretty soon Anthony is at the wheel, driving the Anna Mary through the jetty at the northern tip of the harbor, and we are steaming east along the beach to round Montauk Point.


On the bluffs above us I can see the monument to East End fishermen lost at sea as well as the Montauk lighthouse, pictured on all those postcards and posters, and I feel the ocean getting a little bit wilder. By about nine o’clock we are beyond the Point and free of the land, headed south into the Atlantic toward our traps.


Anthony calls me into the wheelhouse to tell me about a radio report that a boat that fishes south of us just landed three thousand pounds of lobster at Gosman’s. We all agree the report sounds promising. Still, we are about eight hours away from our first string of traps—anything can happen.


I am set to take the first watch, and we are looking at a long day of work once we get to our traps, so Anthony puts the Anna Mary on autopilot, and he and Mike both head down to their bunks to go to sleep. I am alone in the wheelhouse.


I don’t mind being alone. I like it. The Anna Mary has done this exact trip so many times she can almost do it herself, so the work isn’t hard. Besides, we had been ashore for a couple of days, and I am always glad to get back to sea. Time ashore is typically spent getting the boat ready for the next trip, which means doing routine maintenance, or changing the oil, or splicing ropes, or, mostly, repairing traps. We have eight hundred traps, and we haul four hundred–plus per trip, so something always gets broken, and repairing is practically a full-time job.


That is why it always feels good to me to get back on the water. On the water is where I’ve wanted to be since I was a kid. Not just because I’ve always wanted to be a fisherman—although I always have—but also because I like being my own boss, with no other person or people controlling my life or dictating my destiny or yakking at me to do this or that. Anthony never tells me what to do; we have been fifty-fifty partners for a long, long time. And when we’re at work, sliding traps along the rail and taking our catch, it’s a clockwork operation, two pairs of hands working as one. But three grown men on a forty-four-foot boat like the Anna Mary make for close quarters. So with Anthony and Mike asleep and snoring down in the forepeak and with nothing but warm summer air and an almost full moon for company, I am just fine being on my own in the wheelhouse. I lean back in the well-worn captain’s chair—a black, fake-leather throne that has been repaired so many times it looks like it is upholstered in electrical tape—put my feet up on the dashboard, take a sip out of the water bottle that sits on the window sill next to the chair, and just rock as the Anna Mary rises and falls over light swells, the residue of a storm a few days before. The radio is silent except for the occasional hail that the two parties then quickly take to another channel. The pale moonlight and the Anna Mary’s lights show calm open water ahead. I am content to keep an eye on the gauges and the radar and just feel my boat chugging along at her usual six and a half knots.


There is one chore I need to do so we will be ready to get to work once we reach our traps, but it is a chore that doesn’t particularly require extra brawn, so there seems no reason to wake Anthony at 11:30 as he had asked. We had recently installed a new refrigeration system, and it needs to be calibrated before we put it to use—precisely the kind of thing Anthony isn’t all that comfortable with anyway. A commercial fishing boat like the Anna Mary is basically an oversized fish tank, and the system we use to keep our catch alive and fresh relies on chilled seawater. It is a closed-circuit system: a pump sucks seawater into the tanks that hold what we catch but then recirculates the overflow so nothing gets discharged back into the sea. And it has to be set up each time. You have to adjust all the valves so that the water flows evenly through the holding tanks, and then you have to close and cap the discharge overflows so no discharge goes overboard. You want it as close to full as possible so the water level stays at the max and there’s minimal sloshing. Not a huge job, but it is one that demands a certain amount of patience and concentration to fine tune the valves, and that’s not Anthony’s strong suit. So I let Anthony sleep that night—I am feeling revved up anyway—and at about 2:30 or 3:00 a.m., I step out onto the deck to take care of it.


Most of the Anna Mary is deck. Nineteen of the boat’s forty-four feet of length and pretty much all of its fourteen and a half feet of breadth are deck, and we need every inch of that space. The stern is open so we can let out string after string of traps, and the hatch doors are flush with the deck surface. I open up the center hatch—the one over the holding tanks—set each valve, and close the hatch. Then I go back into the wheelhouse to check everything again—to make sure the speed, radar, and oil pressure are just right and the compass shows the autopilot running true—and then I come back out on deck to cap the discharge. Two of our coolers, stacked one on top of the other, are sitting on top of the hatch for the tank I need to open so I can put the plastic cap over the discharge and close the system. Newly loaded with ice, the coolers are heavily planted, so I grab a long-handled box hook and drop it over the plastic handle on the bottom cooler.


I can feel how solid this load is—almost fixed to the deck. I back away the length of the hook handle, bend at the knees, and brace myself backward—more or less squatting—then pull hard. It works. The coolers jump halfway across the tank lid toward me. I step back some more, lean back farther, squat lower, and pull harder—and the handle snaps off. The coolers stop, but I keep going, still holding the hook handle, stumbling backward fast toward the rear of the deck, where there is no gate, no rope, no nothing to hold me or for me to hold.


And I am out of control. I am stumbling backward one, two—how many seconds? Just like they say—time freezes. The seconds move like molasses.


I knew as I pulled on the handle that it would be a disaster. I knew it. There was no surprise when it broke, just an endless, slow-motion recognition that I had put myself into a situation I will not get out of. I reach desperately for the back corner of the boat and try to catch it with my fingers. I miss. My fingers slide off the wood and I am airborne.


Warm. I register that as I go under. I swallow a rush of seawater, then shoot back up to the surface. I want to gulp air and scream at the same time, but neither works. I am freaking out. Red-hot adrenaline is coursing through me, and I am flailing, gagging on seawater, thrashing my arms as I reach for the receding Anna Mary. I am trying to run to my boat—to fly toward it—shrieking “Anthony! Anthony!,” then screaming “Fuuuuuuuuuuck!” at the top of my lungs.


No way I can be heard. I scream because the scream just pours out of me, but the Anna Mary is steaming away, its motor drowning out any sound that might be heard by human ears, especially the ears of two guys who are dead asleep and snoring in the nose of the boat. The Anna Mary becomes smaller and smaller as it runs away from me, and I am still fighting to run toward it, to keep my head above the swells, but now all I can see are the lights on top of the boat. They’re getting smaller too. Dimmer. This isn’t happening. How can this be happening?


There is nothing to hold onto, nothing floating past me, nothing to grab, not a piece of driftwood or a piece of garbage, not a lost rope or a dead fish. Nothing. The wearable flotation device that is a safety requirement aboard every commercial fishing boat is no good if you’re not wearing it. We never wear ours. I am aware that my arms and legs are thrashing around stupidly and to no purpose, that I am alone and violently beating the ocean in the middle of the night. My whole being is certain that I am going to drown. I am going to tread water uselessly until I become so exhausted I drown. My God, I wonder, what will that feel like?


This is despair—no hope—and it is overwhelming. It has taken over my body, tensed it to the max, made my stomach muscles as rigid as iron.


I’m forty-five years old. I’ve been frightened before. This is nothing like that. This is panic that paralyzes my lungs and makes my heart feel like it’s going to come shooting out of my body. Fight or flight: you kidding? Fight the ocean? Flight to where?


The Anna Mary is just about out of sight heading south. I note its position in relation to the full moon and note also that the waves are breaking from the southwest. I’m not sure I consciously register this, but these are reference points. Directions. My mind automatically takes them in.


Then the Anna Mary is gone, and there isn’t a sound of anything anywhere. You forget that you hear waves only when they ride up on the shore; in the middle of the ocean you hear nothing. The silence is deafening—scary.


I am dressed in a T-shirt, board shorts, and big, heavy fishermen’s boots over cheap white athletic socks. No protection. The soles of these boots are made to grip the floor of the deck when the surface gets slick with fish slime. There is nothing to grip here. I am on my back, doing the backstroke to keep my head up above the water. My boots, down at the end of my feet, are full of water, heavy. All fishermen know that these boots are killers: waterlogged, they weigh you down; that’s how you drown. First thing to do if you go overboard is to lose the boots.


I kick both boots off. They float on the surface of the water, and I grab them, one in each hand. I hold them close to my chest and rest my chin on the bottom of the boots. They are something to hold onto, something from the world I lost how long ago?—three seconds? five minutes? Doesn’t matter. Right now, that world is gone. My brain is working overtime, moving with the speed of light. They float, it tells me. The boots float.


And something kicks into my brain. Air bubble, my brain registers. I take hold of one boot, empty it of water, creating the air bubble, then push the boot back down into the water. Whoa. It is buoyant—very buoyant. I shove it upside down under my arm. Now the other boot, another air bubble formed, under the other arm. The boots are pontoons, my own personal flotation device. Suddenly I am not dying—not right now, not this second.


It changes everything.


I breathe. My lungs stop feeling like they’re balloons about to burst. My heart calms down a notch or two. So does the shaking in my legs and arms. As those thundering manifestations of terror subside, the smaller afflictions take over: my eyes feel like they’re on fire from the salt; the inside of my mouth tastes of brine that I keep trying to spit out; my ears are ringing with panic. But at least I’m not flailing, I’m floating. The adrenaline is still rushing, but it’s bringing something like clarity; it feels real.


I’m almost surely still going to die. Anybody who makes a living on the ocean knows that things like this don’t end well. There is probably no way I can survive. No one can. How can anyone live through this—overboard in the ocean, with nothing, in the middle of the night—and no one knows it? The reality is overwhelming; I can’t grasp it.


In the dark my mind’s eye keeps seeing. I see my parents. What will the rest of their lives be like if I’m not around? My brother, my sister, aunts, uncles, cousins, my nephew. We’re a big, tight Italian family. I’m the oldest child, the firstborn of the generation. If I’m gone, what will it do to the family? I can’t picture their lives moving on without me. I don’t want to see that. I want that picture to go away.


My nephew Jake, four years old, is the next generation of the family. He is the future, and one of the things I most looked forward to in the life I lived until a few seconds or minutes ago was that I would watch Jake grow up and would be part of his future. Now it doesn’t look like that is going to happen, and that’s unbearable. If I accept that I will not see Jake again, I might as well just sink back, just drop away, let my brain go blank and my body slip down to wherever.


But I can’t accept it. I can’t see Jake growing up without me. I can’t see the people I love grieving for me, then living their lives without me being a part of those lives. If I can’t picture never seeing Jake again, then I have to find a way to stay alive and get home. I have to create “staying alive.” And to do that, I have to focus. I have to concentrate. I have to choose one or the other, either/or: I can either drift endlessly here on the waves or I can try to figure this out. “Focus!” I say out loud, talking directly to my brain. “Focus!” My mind switches on, and from the top of my head to the bottom of my feet I feel a tiny, microscopic sense of control.


What do you actually know? my brain asks me. Here is what I know: I fell off the boat sometime around 3:00 a.m. That means I’m about forty miles offshore but nowhere near my own gear—the first string of lobster traps the Anna Mary was heading for on her course due south from Montauk. We would not have gotten to those traps for another hour, hour and a half. But it also means I’m probably not so terribly far from my friend Pete Spong’s gear. And because sunrise at this time of year is typically at about 5:30 a.m., I know daylight will break in two or two and a half hours.


Even now the sky is not pitch black. As I grip my boots and try to make out my surroundings, the moonlight lets me see my skinny white legs floating under me. So it is not totally dark, and also I am by no means alone. The storm petrels have showed up—a whole flock of them taking time from their northward migration to check out this new creature in the water, me. They are the most common seabird and no stranger to me. Small and a dull brown in color with bright white backsides, they are a common sight, seeming to walk on the water, hovering on the surface of the waves as they pick at the water with their bills and forage for plankton and tiny crustaceans. Right now they are foraging on not-tiny me, dive-bombing me and trying to peck my head. I start swatting them away, but it’s a foolish effort that saps my energy and wrenches me around so that I’m gulping more water and spitting it out. I decide that the petrels are annoying but only that: a reminder of how out of my element I am compared to them. I put the reminder to the side of my mind. Storm petrels are the least of my worries. They won’t really hurt me.


My bigger worries are that I am floating in the depths of the Atlantic Ocean and that I have no power to affect my environment in any way. My assets are the boot-pontoons, a three-inch Buck knife clipped to the inside of my shorts pocket, my fairly fit body, my brain. But none of these give me any power over the waves or the currents, over the winds or the weather, over time or tide. I can’t do anything about anything that is happening to me or that may happen. It’s an unnatural feeling.


People think fishermen are at home in the ocean. Not me. I’m at home on the ocean—on my boat on the ocean. The Anna Mary is an environment I have the power to manage. I know every inch of that vessel. I’m familiar with every gauge telling me where I am and how fast I’m moving and what the oil pressure is. And I can affect all of it. In the wheelhouse of my boat, I’m in command.


Not here. This is unknown to me, and I have never liked the unknown. The world below the ocean is not my world, and no one can command what happens here. When our rope gets caught in the propeller, Anthony is the one who goes down to cut it away—he is actually comfortable in the water. I am not. It feels unnatural that now I’m the one swimming, that I’m the one more than likely to die out here, and I don’t know how I will die or how long it will take or how I will respond while it is happening. For a second I think how easy it would be to just let go and find out.


“Fuck that!” I shriek aloud to my brain. “Fuck that! Fuck you! Focus! Focus on daylight!” Two and a half hours at most, maybe two hours to the very first touch of dawn. By daylight Anthony and Mike will know I am gone, and a search will start. And this much I know with absolute certainty: once Anthony knows I am gone, he will do whatever it takes to find me; of that, I am 1,000 percent certain. He is my childhood friend, my business partner, my fellow fisherman, and I know he will come looking for me like I know the earth orbits the sun. It’s basic. But I have to be ready when it happens. I have to stay alive so that when daylight comes I can see my way to being found.


So the goal—the first goal—is to stay alive until morning. Float. Conserve energy. Stay alive. Keep my head above the surface so I don’t swallow too much water. The Anna Mary is still heading south, home is to the north, the waves are breaking from the southwest, so east is that way. That’s where the sun will rise. The first goal is to stay alive until it does.


I hug the boots and float, bobbing on the waves. There’s about a four-foot swell, the remnant of that storm that had passed through the other day—sufficiently long ago that the swells have grown lazy, turning the ocean into a rolling but unpredictable succession of rises and dips. All I can do is ride them. The ocean is huge, the sky above even bigger, and I am very small. Why the hell doesn’t Anthony wake up and come and get me?


I pivot to the east to be ready when the sun breaks through.













Chapter 2



Montauk Fishermen


John Aldridge and Anthony Sosinski met when both were seven years old. One way and another, they have been fishing together ever since.


They were backyard neighbors in Oakdale, a municipality designated as a hamlet within the town of Islip on the south shore of New York’s Long Island. Located in Suffolk County, the easternmost of Long Island’s counties, Oakdale is about fifty miles from the greater metropolitan area of New York City but claims a population of fewer than eight thousand souls, which makes the term “hamlet” appropriate. It sits on the Great South Bay, the body of water that stretches between Long Island and the much-buffeted barrier island known as Fire Island, and its western boundary is carved by the estuary portion of the Connetquot River just before that waterway empties into the bay. Water, in short, is Oakdale’s element. That, and the fact that the area is protected by the barrier island to its south and defined to its north by a state park meant to preserve the river’s wildness, make Oakdale a particularly pleasant American suburb.


Once upon a time it was the playground of Gilded Age magnates with names like Vanderbilt and Bourne, yachting enthusiasts who built extravagant mansions to which they could escape on weekends, getting as far away as the conveyances of the time allowed from an increasingly teeming New York City. By 1972, however, when Brooklyn natives John and Adeline Aldridge and their three very young children sought the same escape, Oakdale had become a quintessential bedroom community for New York. The location offered John Aldridge senior an easy enough highway commute back to his job managing a car dealership in Queens, and the community was filled with similar young families similarly moving out of the city and up the ladder. In a pertinent sign of the times, the baronial mansions of the nineteenth century had become classrooms and dormitories for local schools serving the growing population of the twentieth.


The Aldridges’ handsome split-level was near the end of a street that terminated in a cul-de-sac, in a subdivision so new they were just the second family to occupy the house. Three-and-a-half-year-old John Joseph Aldridge III—Johnny—was the oldest of the three Aldridge kids, followed by younger sister, Cathy, and baby brother, Anthony. The neighbors all had kids of similar ages, and Addie Aldridge remembers how, over time, a group of some twenty-five kids—and often more than that—made their street and particularly its dead-end cul-de-sac into a favorite playground.


There was a wooded area beyond the cul-de-sac, and this extended the possibilities for play. While the paved cul-de-sac served seasonally as a baseball/kickball/stickball/kick-the-can diamond, a hockey rink, a basketball court, and an arena for doing wheelies on your bike, the woods were a portal to more rough-and-tumble improvisation. The kids built their forts back there; a grown-up Cathy Aldridge, now Patterson, claims that “everyone had a fort in the woods.” In winter they went sledding back in the woods, and in every weather the boys in particular rode their dirt bikes on homemade trails, constructing ramps to make the rides as hairy as possible. Addie remembers the sounds of the kids playing as reassuring background noise to her housekeeping chores, and the Aldridge home became the place where the kids would congregate.


The Sosinski family arrived in 1975, three years after the Aldridges. Like the Aldridges, they were a three-child family—an older sister, Jeanine, a younger sister, Michelle, and Anthony in the middle—and also Brooklyn natives. The two families’ houses were “about 150 yards apart,” as Anthony’s memory measures it, so all he had to do was go through the backyard and climb over the fence to arrive at the Aldridges’ back door—something he did a lot.


Maybe he did it so frequently because his own family life was a bit disheveled. Anthony says his parents, both of whom he cherishes, “were good to everybody but each other” and “were basically getting divorced my whole childhood,” finally achieving the split when he was twenty-one. Whatever the reason, he spent enough time in the more structured Aldridge household to qualify as a third son. Cathy Patterson calls Anthony “a brother by another mother,” with all the benefits and complications such ties entail.


Johnny and Anthony and all the other kids attended the Edward J. Bosti Elementary School, but neither there nor later, in Connetquot High School, was either of them anything other than an average student. Mostly both men remember being boys in the woods, and the shared experience connected the Aldridge and Sosinski tribes both geographically and emotionally. That meant dirt bikes and forts, yes, and later, when they were in high school, getting away from grown-ups, hanging out with the gang, sneaking some beers. “The woods was everything,” Johnny says—his getaway, the place he loved to be—and his oldest friends remember him as an “outdoor guy,” a guy who felt at home in the natural world, away from streets and towns.


There was a whole gang that grew from boys to men together—Danny Keough, Pat Quinn, Steve D’Amico—along with Johnny and Anthony. They were in and out of one another’s houses and in and out of one another’s lives. And across time and distance, for the most part, they still are. “We all hung out,” Steve D’Amico remembers. “What didn’t we do? We were out of the house at seven in the morning and not back till dinner. We got in trouble without trying.”


But if they operated as a group, their personalities were nevertheless distinct, and no two of them were more different from one another than Johnny and Anthony. By consensus, Anthony was a maniac—“the far end,” in Steve D’Amico’s phrase—a crazy man always ready to do anything and everything. Pat Quinn swears this story is true:


One day when he and Anthony Aldridge, Johnny’s little brother, were about eleven or twelve they decided to hide in the woods and play sniper, shooting a BB gun at a bunch of kids playing street hockey on roller skates, Anthony Sosinski among them. Sosinski in particular kept getting stung, and when he had had enough, he eyeballed the woods, caught sight of the gun barrel, and took off—straight toward them. “All of a sudden,” as Quinn describes the scene, “Anthony is running on skates with a hockey stick. A madman on the loose, he chased us all the way back to the Aldridges’ house, leaped over the fence, and threw a stone that shattered the glass sliding door.”


Anthony’s reaction was par for the course—this was a guy quick to respond to anything he considered an aspersion or insult against himself or those he cared about. From boyhood he had a finely developed sense of who he was and what he valued, a sense of self he carried into adulthood. The same can be said for his outgoing nature, as inherent now as when he was a little boy of eight or nine and his mother referred to him as “The Mayor.” “He seemed to know everyone,” says Hope DeMasco. “I would drive him somewhere, and he would roll down the window and start talking to everyone along the way. He knew them all, and they knew him.” His sociability could have an edge: even as a kid, his mother recalls, he spoke his mind—loud and clear. “He liked to bust my chops to try to get what he wanted—but I could give it back to him.”


Johnny Aldridge was different—slower paced, quiet, “never involved in anything crazy,” says Pat Quinn. “He was the first guy to go home” when everyone else started “making stupid mistakes.” He didn’t make a fuss, just walked off quietly. But then, says Quinn, “Johnny was always the smartest… a very strong-minded guy.”


The two boys looked different, and as men, they still do. Both are built slight and wiry, but that’s where any physical resemblance ends. Anthony is fair with straight blond hair that hangs longish. The surfer-dude appearance is not off the mark: the man surfs, does every water sport you can think of. Johnny, by contrast, is olive skinned with thick, jet-black hair and a groomed beard that ends in the flourish of a goatee, like a Spanish grandee in a museum portrait.


The two men move at different speeds: here is sinewy, kinetic Anthony ready to jump out of his skin; there is brooding Johnny taking everything in and taking it slow. When work on the Anna Mary is done and the catch has been distributed, Anthony is just beginning to hustle; he’ll grab his kayak if the tide is low and go clamming or oystering—and he’ll pull in another hundred or two hundred bucks selling what he harvests. He doesn’t do it for the money; he does it because he’s not a man to sit still when there’s a chance to do something. By contrast, when the Anna Mary is safely docked and the catch has been landed, Johnny will head for home and just soak up the quiet and the solitude.


To this day their minds still work differently—Johnny’s methodical and in a straight line, Anthony’s in inventive surges that sometimes surprise even him. Johnny is the orderly one, a stickler for tidiness and for keeping everything in its place. Anthony has little sympathy with schedules or with rules and procedures handed down by authorities; such things strike him as just so much regimentation. It is too simplistic to see them as free spirit versus disciplinarian, for they are complex individuals, but that they have different but complementary attributes is undeniable.


Yet disparate as their personalities have always been, right from the start, the two of them shared something central to their lives and essential to the men they became: a passion for fishing. Steve D’Amico says that Johnny clearly had been “bitten by the fishing bug,” as if the passion to go fishing were an infection there was no use fighting, while where Anthony was concerned, fishing was the thing that just seemed to come naturally to him—a connection as basic as flesh.


For both, the love of fishing went way back, as if inexplicably dropped into their DNA. Though neither can claim an ancestry of professional fishermen, both their fathers loved being around the water. John Sosinski, Anthony’s father, had served in the Coast Guard as a young man. Later, throughout a twenty-year career driving a tractor-trailer for Georgia Pacific, he rarely missed a weekend working a second job on fishing charters out of Montauk, acquiring knowledge he eagerly passed on to his eagerly receptive son.


Johnny Aldridge, says his father, “was always a fisherman.” When his two-year-old toddler had to undergo a hernia operation, Aldridge senior recalls, “the day he came out of the hospital, Johnny wanted to go down to the dock and fish.” Anthony Sosinski can brandish a photo of himself at the age of three on a fishing boat on Brooklyn’s Sheepshead Bay, a nascent version of the commercial fisherman he would become. His earliest memories are of evening walks with his father down to the edge of Gravesend Bay, where they would watch the amateur fishermen casting off from the rocks for striped bass. “All Anthony ever did was fish,” says his mother.


Fishing is what connected the two as boys, and fishing together is what forged their friendship and made them a standout duo among contemporaries given more to cars and motorcycles and team sports. They practiced what would become their trade early, often, and wherever they could: going after trout in the streams and lakes of the Connetquot River State Park Preserve just over the Sunrise Highway, fishing off the dock in the next-door town of Sayville for weakfish from the Great South Bay, catching blue claw crab in the canals of Oakdale, and casting off under the train trestles of the Long Island Railroad—a great way to get away from everybody and everything. They used a net to catch killifish—killies—that they could sell to the bait shop, and they went clamming and sold their catch to anyone who would buy. And what they couldn’t sell, they ate. Every bit of it.
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