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For D. Dill and the Dupper









So if I tell here the story of how the young planet Earth acquired an ocean,


it must be a story pieced together from many sources


and containing whole chapters


the details of which we can only imagine.


—Rachel Carson,


The Sea Around Us
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SATURDAY, AUGUST 28, 1954


Damages Mount, Airplane Missing After Surprise, Season-Ending Storm


EDGARTOWN, MA (AP)—In the wake of Hurricane Carol’s unforeseen ferocity, island residents today struggle to collect and reassemble the pieces of their properties, many of which remain underwater.


The first accounts of Carol’s impact were recorded Friday morning, from Squibnocket Bass and Surf Club, where several skippers caught unawares sought refuge at Squibby Bight.


Witnesses report twenty-foot waves usurped the bridge to Gay Head, leaving at least fifty families stranded without milk or bread. The Menemsha Fish Market collapsed like a card house and ferry service was canceled, as Vineyard Haveners watched the ocean swallow the steamship pier. Lagoon Pond spilled into lawns and roads, while merciless gusts carried all manner of spoils—dories, chaise lounges, the Edgartown Yacht Club’s grand piano—to entirely new anchorages.


A single-engine Beechcraft airplane, said to have lost its course just minutes after takeoff, is feared crashed somewhere in the Cape Cod Bay. Officials declined to release any further details. An air-sea recovery team was on the scene this morning. Ground parties will comb coastal beaches and shoal waters.


As rebuilding efforts begin, local police are also asking homeowners to be wary of insurance scams.


STORM cont. page 5.
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Three months before the storm













ONE





“Sabina!” A shrill voice called from the wooden landing above the seawall. It was Aunt Poppy, of course, looking especially severe. “We’ve only three hours until the Dooley’s bruncheon.” She pantomimed a number three and a dramatic wristwatch gesture. “Exactly when do you intend to wash your hair?”


“I can’t hear you,” Sabina McTigue yelled up from high tide, fibbing. She unfastened her swim cap and turned her gaze toward the dawning sky. The morning was simply too pretty to quarrel, and yet—


“Drain the brine from your ears, for pity’s sake!” Aunt Poppy hollered, pressing her kerchief to protect six careful rows of pin curlers. Aunt Poppy was not very much an ocean enthusiast. Instead, she was the sort of woman who believed in wearing foundation garments to the beach, along with one’s best pearls and stockings.


“I’ll be right up!”


“Honestly, Sabina,” her aunt droned presently, hovering above the beach rose hips that threaded the stair rails and sprouted like tiny tomatoes. “Had you any sense a’tall you’d be reviewing your syllabi instead of wasting precious hours rehearsing for the Aquacade. You’re like that Million Dollar Mermaid on the television. That Esther Somebody. Lolling about all day—only quite without the benefit of her curves, I should add.”


“Swim club is an athletic team, Auntie,” Sabina smiled up with effort. “It is not the Aquacade. And it’s the only bit of college I’m actually keen on starting.”


This much was true. In vain, aunt and niece had spent the early spring touring Radcliffe, Barnard, Smith, and the like. After shrugging off all Seven Sisters—seeing nothing among the students or the coursework that inspired her—Sabina had only conceded to Weston College, at the last, for the compromise of its competitive swim club, eliciting from Aunt Poppy a steady succession of cringes and shudders, tsks and frowns.


Despite these, Sabina now made a strict routine of her morning practice sessions: daily contests she waged against herself and the dark waves driving shoreward. As a matter of taste, Sabina didn’t care for novels, but sometimes, reaching for ever greater lengths, she borrowed strength from accounts she’d read of different sea creatures—skates and rays, sharks and squid—how they flexed and flapped and flew and jetted across the vast stretches of open ocean. Evidence of progress showed in her well-defined shoulders, her back, her legs. She was getting stronger by the mile. And although she wasn’t one for attention seeking, she couldn’t help but brag a little—mostly in letters to her father, who was away for the summer, building large computing machines in California.


Dear Bud,


Hope all is well on the West Coast. It’s an unusually warm start to the season here, perfect for swimming. You’ll be proud to know I made it halfway to Cape Pogue today. Well, maybe not halfway. I can’t tell exactly unless Denny anchors some buoys for me. He says “not today” and that I should remind you about his graduation present (again!). He says a Beechcraft is more reliable than a Bugatti, and that, besides, commuting to the state house would be more convenient if he could fly there himself.


Aunt Poppy got stung in the yard last night. She’s lying down right now with a cold compress. The bee got her good, square on the nose. Her face is actually quite swollen. Don’t worry though, I didn’t laugh. And yes, I am being cooperative!


I took another book out from the library on Monday. Mrs. Lyons recommended it because she knows how much I like little glimpses into marine environments. Did you know that female dolphins often live their entire lives bound together with the family pod, whereas the males of the species break off on their own once they reach maturity? Lucky them, I suppose.


Anyway, enjoy those navel oranges! I’ll just be here, swimming along with the pod.


As ever, Bean


Sabina’s father, Bud McTigue, was well-known in Boston circles for being equal parts rich and brilliant. Work took him across the country, sometimes overseas. And though he cared deeply about Sabina’s ultimate happiness, he also borrowed much of his parenting philosophy from the old sailing precept: “A helmsman must be wary of steering too much.” In this way, he trusted his daughter to choose her own academics, her friends, her hobbies; he stood clear to give her space. Aunt Poppy, meanwhile, stood by to yank it back.


When at last Sabina had reached the cottage landing, her aunt began anew. “Sabina, please don’t keep me waiting this morning. I’ve promised James we’ll be ready to leave by nine.”


“I’ve not promised James anything.”


“Yes, well, that’s perfect ingratitude on your part. For myself, I shudder to think what might have happened if not for James putting in that kind word with Dean Budge. Why, your application was nearly two weeks late!”


“You do realize,” Sabina smiled thinly, ringing out a cold drizzle from her curls, “there’s a whole world of things and places to study. Dean Budge does not preside over all of them.”


“She runs the only girls’ college in Boston you didn’t snub.”


“And what does that signify? Whoever said I was bound to Boston?”


“Like flowers, my dear, we women must bloom where we are planted.”


As it happened, Sabina McTigue had been planted in Boston. For most of the year, she and her family inhabited a slender brownstone in the South Slope neighborhood of Beacon Hill. It was a snooty block without many young companions since the children of the other families had all been whisked away to boarding school, returning years later, just in time to get married off before the age of twenty-two. Were it not for the island and its promise of relative freedom—a slackening of curfews and dress codes—Sabina might have surrendered in spirit long ago.


Mercifully, every May, the McTigue family migrated to Edgartown, on the island of Martha’s Vineyard, to a little street off the thoroughfare called Starbuck Bay: a lush, shady haven, lined on either side with sweet viburnum hedges and canopies of mature maples.


At the island Sabina found plenty to do, though aunt and niece often diverged on what might constitute a proper schedule. In Poppy’s view, Sabina was meant to spend long hours socializing at the club—sailing, powerboating, and generally being seen with Edgartown’s better set—young people whose parents did not rent but of course owned.


For Sabina, the yacht club invariably proved tiresome. She much preferred to roam the beaches—vacant but for the company of the ring-billed gulls at dawn—or wander off to Chappaquiddick, with her dip net and a tin pail, to survey the many kettle ponds and clear lagoons. Above all, she preferred the rare days when her father left his machines and found his way back to them, back to the Starbuck cottage and their badminton games on the lawn, back to fish dinners on the sleeping porch and a short row across the outer harbor each night to sing the sun down over Edgartown. While she awaited these visits, she found consolation in his letters and parcels, including the swift reply she’d received just yesterday, containing a Rosemary Clooney album and a card penned in Bud’s compact, left-leaning cursive:


Dear Bean,


Enclosed please find a record album that was recommended to me by a young colleague. Do you have a phonograph at the cottage? If not, send word. I can have one delivered.


Tell your brother I said for him to set up your buoys. Just so long as you remember progress isn’t always measured along a straight line. As for his so-called graduation present, you can tell him I don’t recall ever promising so much as a Buick, never mind a Bugatti. And now he’s onto Beechcrafts? I’d feel a lot more comfortable buying him an airplane if I had even the slightest indication that he knew how to fly one.


Finally, I never have to worry about your being cooperative or not, but I feel compelled to write it just the same. Be good to your dear Auntie! These days she needs you in her “pod” more than you need her in yours.


As ever, Bud (Dad)


“Ahem!” Poppy cleared her throat. She stood eyeing Sabina’s pruned fingers with grave distaste. “I cannot imagine the Dooleys will be impressed to greet you in this bedraggled state. What do you think, Connie? Whatever can we do with her?” Poppy turned to interview their housekeeper, who’d just arrived on the landing to deliver Sabina’s beach towel and robe.


“I think she’s a lovely girl.”


“Yes, well, we are attending a formal bruncheon today. Not the Kennel Club’s sheepdog conformation show.”


“Can you explain,” asked Sabina, ignoring this latest critique, “why we are attending an engagement brunch before going to the trouble of redressing for an engagement dinner, all on the very same day?” She squinted at her aunt, her trademark expression. Sabina had her mother’s eyes—cool green ringed with navy. Also willfulness, curiosity, and a fearlessness of the ocean—the push that sent her racing all the way out to the harbor’s Middle Flats: all of these came from her mother too.


“Every woman should change her clothes for dinner, regardless of the occasion.”


“Yes, yes, I know. But aren’t these celebrations meant to be spaced out a bit more? Lenore and J. J. only just announced in the papers last week. Why do you suppose such a terrible rush?” Sabina winked at Connie. Some days she couldn’t help but rile ole A. P.


“Never ask questions that provoke unflattering answers,” Aunt Poppy grimaced. “It is not your place to know why. Suffice it to say the Dooleys and the Shreves would like to arrange an expeditious trip down the aisle.”


“Ah, because of Lenore’s delicate condition?” Sabina pretended to catch on slowly.


“Circumstances notwithstanding,” Poppy cleared her throat again, “Lenore is your best friend. And it’s your duty to wish her well.”


“She’s not my best friend,” Sabina corrected. “She hasn’t been my best friend since we were eleven years old. What’s more, I doubt she’d notice my being there or not. Her parents invited half the island.”


“The rich half,” whispered Connie, giving Sabina a little pinch.


“That’s enough guff. Both of you. I am done discussing the matter,” Poppy asserted. “We were invited. We are attending. We are all very excited to share in this happy event.”


“Hardly that. I never have anything worthwhile to say to these people.”


“Don’t be ridiculous,” Aunt Poppy snorted. “You are an elegant, well-educated young lady. You could certainly hold your own on the topic of bridal fashions. Or what about that new wicker porch furniture they’ve put out at the Harbor View? And Sabina, dear, if you find yourself truly at a loss, one can never go wrong, conversationally, by praising the success of the pastry.”


Sabina saw no point in arguing. She had promised to be cooperative. And she really was something of a friend to Lenore Dooley, despite the girl’s outsized ego. Lenore was the sort who liked to imagine boys waging fistfights over the lounge chair next to hers. She spent her summer afternoons poolside, maintaining a diary of all the ones who owned their own convertibles and all the ones who owned their own hotel chains. All the ones who’d begged off Patsy Walliston, and all the ones who claimed they had but still took an awfully keen interest whenever Patsy dropped her swim robe to reveal that holy show of a French bikini underneath. Now, with a wedding on the horizon, it would’ve appeared this endless zeal for masculine attention had succeeded. Then again, knowing the true push behind a rather hurry-up affair, Sabina doubted her old friend was reveling in victory at the moment.


“All right, A. P.,” Sabina surrendered. “But I should confess to you now that I only packed two party dresses for the summer. And if you’re expecting me to wrestle myself into a girdle tonight, well, my swimsuit will have to do.”


“Please pretend to be a lady, Sabina. Just until I’m dead and gone,” sighed Poppy. “You’ll have your whole life to flit about in faded dungarees and this, this—” She closed her eyes to the offending sight. “This thatch of unset hair.”


“What’s wrong with my hair?”


“Peculiarities of style may make a man notice you, Sabina, but not favorably. We’ll have to trim that length considerably before September comes.”


Sabina drew in a great breath. The reality of the fall—and an extended sentence at Weston College—cast a pall across even the island’s sunniest days. In her mind, Sabina could see it all unfolding: the next four years of her life, like a series of grim snapshots. Shopping for the right campus clothes. Chemical waving her naturally curly hair. Sitting through the class spirit contests, the annual pageant for the best-looking “frosh.” Worst of all, the endless hours wasted inside yet another set of classrooms, learning life’s supposed essentials: how to balance a household budget, how to stock a respectable linen closet.


“You might be pleased to know,” Aunt Poppy broke into her niece’s thoughts, “James has offered you the front seat in his Austin-Healey this morning. I’ll ride over with Dennis, but you must be ready on time!”


Sabina was not pleased. James Whelan was an acquaintance from the yacht club, a Columbia University medical student and—in her umpteen years of summering in Edgartown—unrelenting in his quest for a date to the annual Regatta Ball. Aunt Poppy mostly liked him because he brought gifts of hats and scarves from Sybil Connolly’s collection on Fifth Avenue. Also because they both followed their weekly episodes of Dragnet with breathless anticipation.


With aunt and housekeeper on her heels, Sabina wrapped her towel around her head before padding barefoot across the lawn, still wet with its sparkling dew. She hugged her robe around her shoulders and carried herself into the cottage, already thinking up ways she might evade James Whelan and his lousy convertible.













TWO





Colin Hatch scanned the yacht club crowd—fancy people, decorating fancy plates with finger food they’d no intention of eating—and wondered again what the hell he was doing here. This is supposed to be a breakfast buffet? He didn’t see anything that looked like an egg or a hotcake. On the other hand, he spied plenty of noteworthies: the lieutenant governor and Lew Hoad, that whole tired lot. They all stood gathered under the broad A-frame of the Edgartown Yacht Club, anchored at the edge of a long pier, just off Dock Street. The morning was warm but windless, so Hatch supposed none of them felt too sorry about missing early hours on the water.


“When I heard that Lenore had accepted my son J. J.’s proposal, my first thought was: How did he manage that?” A ripple of laughter filled the room as the yacht club commodore, John Shreve, addressed his out-of-town guests and fellow members. “My second thought,” Shreve continued, “was thank God he’s a boy, and I don’t have to pay for it!” This time peals of laughter swelled up to the rafters. “Good luck, Dooley! They’ve both got rather expensive taste!”


The fathers nodded at each other in mirthful commiseration over the cost of a proper wedding these days. The real joke, of course, was that Bill Dooley was a prominent real estate developer; John Shreve owned half the textile mills in New England. Either one—the guests well knew—could have afforded ten weddings with just the cash in his pocket.


“But wait, wait just a second,” Shreve commanded, quieting everyone down again. “Before you laugh too hard at poor Bill’s expense, I feel compelled to warn you, those of you who’ve never been to the island before, this trip won’t be cheap for you either. Your wives are already making inquiries at Seagate Realty. And your husbands—I’ve seen them, ladies—they’re sizing up the sloops with the Burma teak planking.”


The commodore rubbed his fingers together in the universal sign for money. Everyone, it seemed, was having a splendid time.


“So let’s raise our glasses to Lenore and J. J.,” Shreve concluded his toast. “Sorry, fellas, it’s strictly tomato juice for now. We’ve got these damned blue laws in Massachusetts!” Here again, more laughter, a few groans of complaint. The commodore lifted his juice. “To the wind that blows, the ship that goes, and the lass who loves a sailor!”


Hatch had no glass to raise, so he fished in his pocket after his cigarette case instead. He pressed the clasp below his father’s monogram and, well, there she was again. Her portrait. Adele.


“Something to drink, Mr. Hatch?” A waitress touched his elbow.


“A coffee would make my day.”


“She’s pretty,” the waitress nodded at the old photograph pressed into his case. “Wouldn’t have pegged you for the memento-carrying type. Long-lost love?”


Hatch snapped the lid closed. “Just the coffee, thanks.”


She gave him a loaded grin. “How do you take it?”


“Black, if you don’t mind.”


“I should’ve known. I’m exactly the same.”


“That so?”


“Ask anyone. I’m a cinch for keeping things uncomplicated.” She laughed too loudly, squeezing his arm, earning them both some looks from around the room.


Swell. Just what he needed: more looks. Hatch understood by now that when the people at these sorts of parties stopped and regarded him, what they saw, mostly, was a scandal. He was twenty-nine now, after all. Cloudy service record. No wife. The question of who he took to bed and how often might as well have been a column in the Vineyard Gazette. It meant he didn’t mix well with the club wives. And he didn’t feel quite comfortable chatting up the well-heeled debs—rich girls who, anyway, he found to be more and more implausible dates as the seasons went by.


“An uncomplicated woman?” Hatch’s eyebrows lifted. “I’ve heard tell, but I’ve never encountered one in real life.”


The waitress smirked. “Be right over with your coffee, hon. Less than a trice.”


Hatch struck a match against the bottom of his shoe and lit his cigarette. He stepped outside to pace the dock, where strands of floating oarweed skirted the piles then disappeared underneath. The sun climbed higher in the sky while the guests raked portions of poached salmon and chilled prawns onto their plates. Even under the umbrellas, the heat felt inescapable.


He stood thinking about his midday flight to Boston today—another last-minute favor to appease Bill Dooley—when he heard his name from above. He looked up to spy Denny McTigue waving him to join a circle of guests. Hatch climbed the steps to the building’s upper deck.


“What’s the good word, McTigue?”


“Colin Hatch! So nice of you to dress for the occasion,” Denny slapped his back, referencing the pilot’s crisp uniform. “Bristol fashion, ay?”


“That just shows how much you know.” Hatch grinned at the group. He recognized Bill Dooley’s wife and daughter, and then there was Denny’s aunt standing between them. But he was unable to place the other two, neither the young man in the madras sport shirt nor the last face—a girl with light eyes and dark lashes. “As it happens, I fetch a decent number of compliments in this getup.”


“I shouldn’t doubt it,” Denny’s aunt murmured to Mrs. Dooley. Hatch watched the women exchange glances. This was not the first time they’d discussed him, apparently.


“Have you just come in from the city?” Nola Dooley, the bride’s mother, interjected.


“No, I came from home. I have a place in West Tisbury.”


“Colin bought the last decent lot out by Lambert’s Cove,” Denny added.


“Oh, that’s right! It’s a farm of sorts, isn’t it?” Mrs. Dooley asked.


“I’d like to think so. Vegetable beds are a work in progress. But the place came with a healthy orchard, some decent rootstock. If I can find the time I might try to bottle my own wine this year.”


“You don’t hear that much from a bachelor, do you? It’s so . . . agrarian of you,” said the old aunt, grasping for a comfortable segue. “Mr. Hatch, forgive me. I haven’t introduced our group properly. This is Mr. James Whelan. He’s a medical student. From Manhattan.”


This Mr. Whelan nodded an impassive hello, scrunching his nose to inch his eyeglasses back into position. He had a big, round face with eyes, nose, and mouth all crammed together at its center—as though, somewhere along the way, his chin, cheeks, and forehead had gone right on growing while the key pieces stood pat. Whelan sat sidesaddle, on a wrought iron café table, twirling a sailor’s lanyard around his freckled knuckles.


“Lucky thing our James is a doctor in the making. Someone’s liable to faint in this heat! Am I right?” Denny’s aunt tittered at her own polite conversation. “Colin, you know my nephew Dennis already, don’t you? This is Mrs. Nola Dooley, of course. Lenore, the bride—”


“Morning,” Hatch doffed his twill cap in semicircular fashion. “We have met.”


“You may also have heard Dennis mention his sister? Sabina?” The aunt raised her eyebrows expectantly. Following these words, Hatch saw two things happen almost simultaneously. First, the grinning Mr. Whelan sidled up to Denny’s sister, clamping a hand down on her shoulder. Second, Hatch saw the girl stiffen and recoil at being claimed.


He locked eyes with her. “Oh sure, Denny mentioned a little sister. But clearly—well, I only wish he would have said more.”


The three women gaped. Sabina squinted. She dug both fists into her dress pockets, ignoring his tanned forearm and outstretched hand. “On a day like this you must be so busy ferrying the tourists, Mr. Hatch. I hope we’re not delaying you from getting back to the airfield.”


“Gosh, Bean, that’s a real swell how-do-you-do,” Denny admonished his sister.


“I only meant to say, he might not have time for these endless introductions.” The girl studied her fingernails, swallowing her first attempt at changing the subject. After a moment, addressing Hatch again, she said softer, “If you haven’t already tried some, the raspberry Danish this morning is exquisite.”


“You’ve sampled it, have you?” Hatch winked at her. “I didn’t think you ladies ever ate the pastry at these sorts of affairs. Just used it as a point of conversation.”


“Clever as a crow,” the aunt murmured to Mrs. Dooley, who hid her reaction behind a slow sip from her teacup.


So he’d hit the mark. They’d discussed him all right. And wherever there were holes in the narrative, Hatch could see, these women were generous enough to supply patchwork with their own imaginations. Unfortunately, the club waitress found him at that very moment to deliver his coffee, not before giving his arm another familiar squeeze. A meaningful pause fell upon the circle.


“Hey, I heard you bought a third vee tail,” Denny deflected. “Airpark must be running out of room to park your birds.”


“A third? Oh my. How many birds—rather, airplanes—can one man fly?” the old aunt asked rhetorically, eyes trailing after the waitress’ swaying hips.


“Actually,” Hatch began, clearing his throat, “it was Mr. Dooley who bought that newest Beechcraft. He’s expanding, always expanding. I needn’t tell you, Mrs. Dooley, about Bill’s appetite for business. And to your point about the tourists,” he said, smiling at Sabina, “I don’t expect to be at their beck and call much longer. Bill’s hired us two fellas to help manage the peak season.”


“But don’t you enjoy flying?” Nola Dooley looked surprised. “I gathered from Bill you liked nothing better.”


Hatch smiled in reply. He didn’t hate his job exactly. He was too good-natured to view the horizon through such a dire lens. Besides that, being partners with Bill Dooley, it wasn’t ever clear exactly what his job amounted to—piloting, gladhanding, taking orders. Some days he could admit—long term—the charter company was his smartest play. That he ought to stick it out, swallow his pride, save his money. Eventually he’d be able to buy out Dooley’s share. But then again, flying—even running the business side of flying—wasn’t what he wanted. Not really.


Because, sure, the club guys all laughed at his jokes, his stupid Charles Laughton impressions. And yeah, they thanked him like heck for helping dodge the fuss of a commercial flight. Their nephews and sons were even sporting enough to invite Hatch to lose his shirt at their weekly card games. But the truth of the matter came down to this: When the wind rolled in at a steady fifteen knots—kicking up gorgeous whitecaps across the sound—the bankers and the lawyers would all decide to play hooky at two thirty on a Wednesday afternoon or quarter till ten on a Thursday morning or at right-now-o’clock and gee whiz, can’t you be here any sooner? And then it was his service that they—Dooley, Shreve, all of them—expected. Because ultimately, he was their chauffeur.


“Eh,” Hatch made a little shrug. “Flying is one thing. Making dozens of milk runs for smart guys in suits, no offense”—he held up his free hand with respect to Denny, a regular commuter—“isn’t exactly what I dreamed about as a kid.”


“Yes, well. Not everyone can be Ted Williams,” the smirking doctor mused. “World needs transportation workers too.”


Hatch rubbed his brow with the back of his wrist. Christ, it’s humid. He felt his starched shirt sticking to his shoulders. He thought, too, in a wordless moment, maybe he comprehended something of Sabina, seeing her frown at the remark.


“You might consider extending some gratitude to those smart guys in the suits,” Whelan continued. “Lest you’d prefer towing blue plate–special ads for the Scrod Hut. ‘Ahoy! Five ninety-nine lobster and spuds!’” Whelan swept his left hand like a trailing banner in the sky, looking altogether pleased with himself.


“Thanks for the advice, Jim,” Hatch answered coolly.


“Hey, don’t get salty, Captain. I’m sure everyone in Boston is falling over himself to book a seat on your airplane.”


“I’m sure too,” the aunt agreed, frowning. “Everyone except for Sabina, of course.”


“Don’t you fly, Sabina?” Mrs. Dooley looked quizzical.


“Poor thing. She’s a reluctant flier,” Whelan confirmed in a low voice.


“I’m not reluctant. I won’t fly. Categorically.” Sabina glared at him. “On the other hand I’m very comfortable answering for myself, thank you.”


“Is that right?” Hatch studied the girl more intently. “You won’t fly?”


“The only ones who ought to be flying are birds and bees. And winged insects. Some spiders. Seeds, of course.”


“Spiders don’t fly, dear,” the old aunt clucked.


“Oh, but they do. On filaments.”


“Filaments?” Denny mouthed the word to himself.


“That’s right. Miles up in the sky. It’s how arachnids came to be established in so many distant places. The remote Pacific, even.”


Despite her standoffishness, there was something in her manner that captivated Hatch, or maybe it was precisely because of that same quality that he couldn’t take his eyes off her now. At the piano inside, someone began teasing out the strands of a familiar song. Hatch wondered how he’d never crossed paths with McTigue’s pretty sister before.


“I happen to think airplanes are divine,” Lenore Dooley suddenly interjected, unaccustomed to being sidelined for so long in any conversation, let alone a conversation taking place at her own engagement brunch. She wedged her dramatic figure in between Sabina and Hatch, helping the spotlight to land as it normally did. “I think every man should learn how to fly one. Wouldn’t you agree, Colin?”


Colin liked Lenore Dooley well enough, though she had a habit of following him around the club, hunting after an offer to buy her another scotch and soda. Sometimes she tagged along when he flew her father to Boston, arranging herself in the copilot’s seat like a beauty queen on a parade float.


“Now that I know you don’t fly,” Hatch refocused on Sabina, “I guess I can’t expect I’ll see you at the airpark anytime soon. Where might I expect to see you instead?”


Whelan hopped off the table. “Look, if you’re handing out social invitations you’d better take your place at the end of the line. Sabina has promised to crew for me this season.”


“Uh, James.” Poppy McTigue took up the young man’s arm with overtaking volume, saving the group from any escalation of tensions. “How did you enjoy your drive up from the city?”


“Abysmally. Ferry was as crowded as I’ve ever seen it. Seems like the tourists are getting wise, bringing their station wagons in droves. Can’t say I blame them. Nothing worse than pedaling around Edgartown on a bicycle all summer. Specially in this weather.”


“Bicycling is better for the air,” Sabina murmured.


“Better for the air?” Whelan shot out a laugh. “What are you, some kind of naturalist?”


“It’s called human ecology. You ought to read about it.”


“Too hot to read,” Whelan puffed. “Damned near too hot to think.”


“An inspiring sentiment from the future doctor of medicine.” Hatch grinned, checking for Sabina’s reaction. Barely, with something like complicity in her eyes, she smiled back.


“Look, I’m slightly asthmatic, just so you know.” Whelan coughed into his fist. “Given the Weather Bureau’s forecast, I am resolved to spending the next five days avoiding all unnecessary exertion.”


“Gee, that’s tough.” Hatch made a face of grave disappointment. He squeezed the ridge of his chin. “It just occurred to me you all might like to take advantage of strawberry season at my farm. Ladies? I have more berries than I could ever use. Even the rabbits can’t make a dent.”


“We’d love to visit!” Lenore Dooley gushed while the older women exchanged looks. “What a charming idea.”


Hatch found himself studying Sabina again. The slightest of raindrops had begun to land on the girl’s arms and shoulders.


“For our part,” McTigue’s aunt stonewalled, “I’m afraid, my niece and I are constantly on the move. Hither and yon, hither and yon—we are just as two roadrunners for all the summer, aren’t we?”


A distant thunder rumbled.


“Strawberry picking is my favorite thing,” Sabina said quietly to her shoes. No one seemed to hear her as the other men commented on the heat flashes in the sky and the women gathered up their hats and embroidered clutch purses.


No one heard her except for Colin Hatch, who waited to catch her eye again before speaking. “Hopefully I’ll be lucky enough to see you all at the party this evening?” he said.


“Oh yes,” Lenore agreed, crowding in to kiss both his cheeks, Continental-style. “You can count on it.”


Meanwhile, Nola Dooley sprang to the excuse of the rain. “We’d better head that way now. I’ve got caterers to oversee. It was a pleasure to finally meet you, Mr. Hatch. My husband says such nice things. And we’re sincere about hoping to sample your strawberries,” she added, less than sincerely.


“I should shove off too,” Sabina mumbled, following suit. “I have some letters to write.”


“Be a lamb and bring the car around, Dennis,” the aunt instructed. “I’d say the sky might open up any moment.”


Colin checked his watch. “S’pose I’m off to Katama. Mr. Dooley has a business meeting in town. It’s been a pleasure.” He tipped his cap again, allowing the ladies to go on ahead.


The group descended the balcony staircase one by one, while Hatch surveyed the fleet of boats parked at their moorings—the Chappy coastline trembling in the haze on the opposite shore. He watched them disperse across the patio, smiling his chauffeur’s smile, offering cheerful waves and more promises to engage them later that same night. He wasn’t exactly waiting to see if McTigue’s pretty sister might look back at him. But wouldn’t you know it? She did.













THREE





“Bless me, Father, for I have sinned,” Bill Dooley rasped, crossing himself mechanically. “It’s been one week since my last confession. You won’t believe it, but I’m afraid that, well, I may’ve stolen again.”


“What have you stolen, William?” Father Keneavy sighed behind the clover-patterned screen. He did believe it. Through the dim light, the priest could see his parishioner sweating in his suitcoat, ashing his cigar into a hymnal. Beads of sweat flowed from Dooley’s pores, along with the lingering impression of four or five Drambuies.


“More money for the Wasque development.”


“The island again? I thought you’d given that up.”


“I did. I mean, I had, earlier. But then I got to thinking . . .”


The project in question, Wasque Winds, LLC, was a ninety-acre stretch of beach and dunes, backed by grassy countryside, skirting the elbow of an island—a separate island—just barely connected to the larger isle of Martha’s Vineyard. Ten years ago Dooley had bought the acreage and its rustic homestead for a song—a real ditty, it had seemed at the time—relieving some old school teacher who was tired of having his boat shed blown over every fall.


From the start, Bill’s usual investors had been unimpressed. This particular parcel of land was entirely without roads, no utilities, not a single place to buy a beer after a long week of work in the city. To say nothing of its inaccessibility—there was no reasonable way to get there.


Still, Dooley had seen raw potential. He saw the natural extension of Cape Cod’s building boom, where available oceanfront lots wouldn’t last forever. In Wasque he’d envisioned thousand-foot cottages, simple and compact enough to stand side by side, row by row—maybe four to an acre. He pictured, in time, a little marina and a boardwalk, just like the scene in Ocean City, with a penny arcade and a carousel and a brightly decorated bandstand under the stars. So while the War smoldered distantly, Dooley had pulled together his advertising kit—promotional letters, sales blanks—waiting for the men and the market to return.


Except now that they had—now that every GI and his growing brood had the means to purchase investment property—suddenly the rules on Chappaquiddick were changing. Concerns over the rapid introduction of numerous new dwellings (“Dooleyville,” detractors called it) prompted the formation of the Island Commission. They’d stitched together a first attempt at zoning laws in the pathetic, rudimentary fashion of five people at a living room potluck. And if they had their way, if Edgartown officials gave them their way, soon enough, the chances of Dooley covering his hide—let alone turning a profit—would be nil.


It was all quite silly, really. Hysterical fuss about the traffic, the groundwater. So much hue and cry had the effect of complicating access to any more than just a handful of building permits. Only five or six opportunities to break ground in ’54. That was it. Meanwhile his new investors—neighbors, friends, a few enterprising members of Nola’s sewing circle—they were all getting itchy, wondering when they’d see their cut. And for a little while, even Bill Dooley couldn’t imagine a way out of the jam.


“You’ve overextended yourself,” scolded the priest mildly. “First those sky balloon rides. Then the doomsday bunkers and the fallout kits—”


“The kits are actually selling quite well,” Bill put in.


“You could cut your losses, William.”


“The losses aren’t just mine to bear. Not anymore.” Dooley took out his handkerchief and blew. He may have been crying a little. “Playing the ponies like I do—that hasn’t helped.”


“I see,” nodded Father Keneavy. “Shall we pray on it then?”


Bill Dooley twisted his wedding ring. He thought of his wife, his three daughters, their perpetually outstretched hands wanting for things, always bigger and brighter. He thought of facing them back at the island, before tonight’s party. They’d be knee-deep in china patterns by now. He pictured himself firing the band, firing the caterers, adios-ing that goddamned florist, and then announcing—maybe apologizing—he would have to sell the Edgartown beach house; the Sugarloaf chalet; their two saddlebreds, Smutty and Big Jim . . .


Oh sure, his wife had money. Heaps of it! Piled up high enough to cushion the chandeliers in the Barclays vault. But for access she still needed her ancient father’s permission and—No. Bill shook his head in revulsion. That kind of surrender simply wasn’t in him. He’d sooner run away to Panama.


Instead of praying, Bill Dooley pushed aside the privacy screen to face the priest directly. “Have you heard what they’re doing now in Hawaii?”


“Surfboarding?”


“No, Father, I mean the builders. They’re going vertical! Apartments to own. Twenty, maybe thirty units on a single foundation.” This particular pivot was not a new one, but it was the first time Bill had proposed it out loud. He liked the way it sounded, if only, at the moment, in this dark, echoic space built for the very purpose of exalting fantastical ideas.


The thing was, Bill had just taken a much-needed vacation—a Honolulu golf retreat with some friends from the club. And he’d come back with an inspired, albeit sketchy sort of a solution to the island problem. He needed more money, of course (which is why he’d accepted Jack Crowder’s check at brunch today), and he’d need some creative writing skills from the lawyer he ate dinner with on Wednesdays. But the legal croquet required to get the job done was not so complex that Bill was ready to give up. His mind—despite being closed off to so many hallways of art and science—was masterfully limber with the law and the apertures of a Massachusetts building proposal. When he closed his eyes at night he dreamed in contract clauses—of winding tendrils and subtly complex anthers bursting forth from the potentiality of his empty, undeveloped land.


The more he talked, the easier it became to set aside his idea of a simple subdivision of bric-a-brac cottages. Now he could picture something really remarkable: a self-contained vacation community. He imagined an Olympic-sized swimming pool. Golf lessons. A fitness gymnasium staffed by bronzed young men and women. Flotillas for every holiday. Waterskiing. Stage shows. Everything you might find in Tahoe, Fort Lauderdale, or Hilton Head—only better.


“They are called condo-miniums,” Dooley explained to the priest. His blue eyes flickered with a hectic, galloping sense of ambition. “The town has only given me five permits, sure. But I could still build dozens of houses. I’d just stack them up, up, up! And for the buyers, it’d be like living in a luxury hotel! With a view of the ocean and a balcony right off the kitchen—”


“William,” sighed the priest, consulting his wristwatch. His favorite radio program was set to begin in five minutes. He couldn’t have cared less if Dooley were building another Great Sphinx of Giza in the middle of Mass Ave. “I can tell you’re excited. I have counseled you through similar positions before. I don’t doubt your ability to fully realize these plans for your condo—what did you call them?”


“Mini-ums.”


“Okay, fine. Yes. And so it seems to me this is more of an accounting problem than a cause for penance. Maybe you’ve put some money where it doesn’t belong—temporarily. Let’s say you build your mini—your modern houses—and in the end every cent is returned to your investors, threefold.”


“But that’s the problem, Father. I’m running low on funds, you see. At this point I can’t actually build anything without securing purchase agreements, down payments. And I can’t sell the notes without a bridge.” Dooley leaned into the sill of the open window. He was waiting for something divine.


“A bridge, you say?”


“That’s right. For the cars. A bridge between Edgartown and Chappaquiddick. I know this type of buyer, Father. I can picture his superior, Park Avenue mug. He’ll pay for the oceanfront, all right, but not the hassle. Imagine how it’d look. Can you? Me bringing them ’round to survey their new property on a fisherman’s launch, getting their good shoes all pickled with seawater?”


“Sounds like quite a bind.” The priest scratched at the back of his ear.


“Two ferries, you understand? Each way? Even I can’t honey that.” Dooley shifted on the kneeler. His bad knee was stiffening.


“In that case, son, I might suggest that you’ve come to the wrong place.”


“But there’s no place else for me to go,” Dooley rasped.


“That’s just the gray sky talking.” Father Keneavy removed his eyeglasses and squeezed the bridge of his nose. “Anyroad, go home to your family. Get back to work tomorrow. You’ll find a way.”


“It’s like I said, Father. I haven’t a shot in hell without a bridge between these two islands—”


“I’m surprised I have to remind you of all people, William. God doesn’t build bridges. Not lately, anyway. It’s politicians that do.”













FOUR





“Talk about a gift for the couple that has every material thing,” Aunt Poppy marveled in a well-practiced stage whisper. “What in blue blazes will they ever do with that?”


Sabina and her aunt stood staring in front of a gargantuan gift table, swathed in damask cloth and tulle bunting. The table marked the entrance of a multi-peaked marquee in the Dooley’s backyard. The family’s Edgartown “cottage” was easily the largest on the block. Its lawn rolled downhill in broad, contrasting stripes. A cupola-topped carriage house sheltered a small fleet of sports cars whose tires never touched pavement, only the herringbone brick drive, which was itself kept clean enough for the cuffs of men in white trousers.


Tonight, a veritable fortress of boxes stood carefully arranged, all in wrappings of familiar department-store hues. To the left of the table, propped up on a silver sawhorse, was what appeared to be a massive toy airplane—with a wingspan nearly six feet wide.


“Isn’t she a beauty?” Bill Dooley exclaimed, lurking behind his newest guests. “I saw one on my last trip to Chicago, and I said, Bill, if you don’t bring one of these babies home you’ll be kicking yourself all summer. The kids think she’s wonderful!”


“Yes, but what is it?” Aunt Poppy asked. “Does it fly?”


“You bet your bonnet she flies,” Dooley huffed, looking a little offended. “This here is a radio-controlled Trixter Bolt. Navy uses a similar instrument for gunnery targets.”


“Oh my word.”


“Look, you can steer her from the ground with this little control panel. We’re gonna give old Lois a spin in just a few minutes. I named her Lois,” he beamed.


“You’re going to fly this? In the air?” Sabina repeated, incredulous.


“Not me! I can’t fly a flag. I’ve got Mr. Hatch on the job. Have you met him yet?”


Just then Sabina spied Lenore Dooley, careening across the lawn. At events like these, Lenore normally looked like a dream. Her city hairdresser made the trip to arrange her blonde waves into smooth back rolls that exposed the elegant length of her neck, her pink Tahitian pearl chokers. Given the opportunity to greet a new male guest, she would typically glide over and strike up all sorts of dramatic faces, like the Scandinavian model in the Pond’s advertisements. Tonight though, the bride looked worn. Her red lipstick was feathering. Her forehead shone. Ample curves tested the mettle of her silk taffeta seams, while dark crescents of perspiration underscored her armpits.


J. J. looked worse. Practically limping behind his fiancée, J. J. Shreve looked every bit as though he’d spent the day consuming alcohol under a direct, beating sun. He gave Sabina a perfunctory up-and-down glance before emitting a jaded yawn.


“Daddy,” Lenore scowled at the radio plane, “you said you would get us a skywriter. This is not a skywriter. It’s barely more than a child’s toy.”


“The skywriters were all spoken for this weekend,” Dooley explained, unconvincingly, without looking up from his plane’s controller.


“I wanted a plane that could do something. After all, it’s meant to be a bit of entertainment. And why aren’t there two of them? One for John, and one for me?” As she carped, bejeweled charms slid up and down her long doeskin gloves.


“Have another glass of champagne,” Bill Dooley suggested. “Have three or four. Eventually you’ll see two of them.”


Not wanting any part of the Dooley family squabble, Sabina excused herself faintly, sneaking away toward the tent’s massive interior. She stepped up onto the parquet dance floor, where a few older couples waltzed. Gloved waiters carried hors d’oeuvres on antique trays. The eight-piece band, elevated on a red-carpeted stage, wore immaculate tuxedos with tea rose boutonnieres. Strings of fairy lights illuminated the Dooley’s massive white oaks.


As the engagement party was the first big event of the season, Sabina could see the women making careful study of their neighbors’ ensembles. It was a good year, evidently, for cocktail dresses in silk brocade, hibiscus prints, halter necklines. The band drowned out the low rustle of crinoline underskirts, but nothing could detract from the effects of so much shapewear. Sabina stood up a little straighter as some extreme examples happened her way, their bullet bras as sleek and streamlined as Cadillac fins.


She was watching just such an example pass by when she heard a familiar voice at her back.


“Miss McTigue?” It was Colin Hatch, of course. His baritone voice—warm and vaguely British—met her ears as if she’d been waiting for it. She turned around to face the charter pilot from West Tisbury.


“Hello,” Sabina nodded. And then, involuntarily, “You look so nice.”


“Do I?” he laughed, his smile impossibly handsome. “Came straight from the airpark. I missed my evening shave.” He ran the backs of his fingers against his five o’clock shadow, a little self-conscious it seemed. But it was true; clean-shaven or no, he looked rather striking in the dimming daylight.


“My aunt likes to say that appearance is all about choosing one fine accessory.”


“That’s an interesting theory. Is he your one fine accessory?” Hatch smiled conspiratorially, tilting his head in the direction of James Whelan, who was seated at a nearby table, buttering a dinner roll with a good deal of aggression.


“He’s not such a bad fellow.” Sabina felt herself blush. “He was my first tennis partner at the yacht club. I think maybe we were nine. Haven’t quite managed to shake him since.”


“Sounds serious.” Hatch whistled. “How does he play?”


“Truthfully?”


“Eh,” Colin Hatch sized up the medical student. “Maybe you ought to cushion it a little. For his sake. We owe him that much.”


“Do we owe him something?” Sabina squinted.


“I think we must. He’ll be so discouraged, after the long run he’s had as your partner, to see you and I dancing together.”


The Dooley’s property—perched on a steep, commanding rise—backed into Edgartown Harbor, lording over the dunes below and the lights of the motorboats distantly roving the bay. Overhead, the moon was so perfectly halved, it looked like a new quarter tucked into a seam of the sky. The day’s earlier storm had blown away all humidity, and now the air held perfect for an evening outdoors with bare shoulders. The band segued into something by Sinatra. Sabina accepted Hatch’s hand with a volt of nervous energy. Everyone she knew, no doubt, was watching.


“So.” Sabina breathed in. She attempted to hide her tentative dance steps with the very first question that materialized in her head, the one she overheard most often at events like these. “What brought you to the island? Originally, I mean.”


“My first flight base was here. You won’t remember. You would’ve been, what? Six or seven years old? But after basic, a group of us flew training missions at MVA. It’s a beautiful place. Even when you’re here to simulate combat missions.”


“And how was it that you got into flying?” She gave in to his lead with somewhat steadier feet. He was a good dancer. She relaxed her shoulders.


“Well, my father was a pilot. That’s where it started.”


“He wanted you to follow in his footsteps?”


Hatch shook his head. “No, you might say Jerry forced the issue. See, I was at the Gunnery in ’41, not really sure where I’d end up. And then the war broke out. Allies needed all the boots they could get. We would have boarded the boats that winter if they’d let us.”


“But you were too young?”


“Only sixteen then,” he nodded. “Boy, was my mother ever boiling, come spring, when they decided to graduate us juniors a year early. I remember the day they lined us up in the gymnasium, telling us to pick a side—Army over here, Army Air Corps over there. That’s when it felt like we were finally getting ready to do something.”


“You chose the Air Corps?”


“I already had my pilot’s license. And . . .”


“And?” Sabina felt herself hanging on to his words.


“And I prefer a good vantage point, I guess.”


“You must be very comfortable with heights.”


“You could say that.” He paused again to consider this assessment, looking off to the parterre at the side yard, then back into her eyes, maybe deciding how much he wanted to elaborate. “When I was a kid, my cousins and I used to play hide-and-seek in my grandmother’s backyard. She had a big English garden, full of high yews and rhododendrons. I figured out my odds were better if I climbed a tree, so I could see everyone’s position.”


“Ah, you were the smart one of your group.”


“I was the competitive one, more like.”


“You like to win?” Sabina raised a fine dark eyebrow.


“Everyone likes to win.” Hatch grinned. “Don’t you? I just make it a habit, more than a preference.” His blue eyes surveyed the guests around the tables. He tapped his fingers against her back in time with the drummer’s closed high hat. “Anyway, Air Corps said I was too tall for combat duty. Said I’d never make weight. They assigned me to the bombers at first. Had to learn twin engines, prove myself to some of the gruffest instructors you’d ever want to meet. Not to mention cut out second helpings in the mess hall.” He smiled again. “Eventually I got sent to fly fighters, Mustangs, where I really wanted to be.”


“Weren’t you terribly nervous?” Sabina asked.


“Oh, I don’t know. Probably too cocky to be. We pulled a lot of stunts without thinking in those days. Do you know of the East River in New York City?” he asked. Sabina nodded. “Another student pilot and I—well, he was a real wag. One day we took our birds on an unsanctioned detour below a few bridges down that way. I caught some heat for that little mission.”


“And then what happened?”


“The war, do you mean? That’s a longer story.” Hatch sighed. “Too long for one dance, I’m afraid.”


“Of course.” Sabina swallowed. “I’m sorry.”


“What for? Thorough interrogation keeps a guy like me on his toes. Are you on the school newspaper, Miss McTigue?”


“No.” She blushed reflexively. “I’ll be on the swim club, though. At Weston College.”


“Are you going into schoolteaching then?”


“Hardly. I worry I’m too impatient with grown-ups who don’t care to understand me, let alone children.”


“Something tells me, whatever you take up, you’ll outshine every girl on campus.” Hatch squeezed her hand inside his ever so gently. She felt goosebumps radiate from her wrist to her shoulder. She ducked her head a little to regain her bearings. “Uh-oh, you’ve gone quiet,” Colin Hatch noted. “Did I overstep?”


“No, no. Not at all. I was just thinking . . . I . . . what kind of a tree was it?”


“Pardon me?”


“The tree. The one you used to climb in your grandmother’s backyard. To improve your vantage point.”


“I’m not sure I remember,” Hatch said, looking at her a sideways. “Why should it matter?”


She shrugged. “I’m interested in those sorts of details. Places. Natural things. Right now I’m reading Peattie’s Complete History of Trees.”


“Sounds riveting.”


“Oh, I know how it sounds. A lot of the girls tell me I shouldn’t be so dull. Certainly I don’t mean to be.” She gulped a little in confessing her flaws. And yet from somewhere, somehow, she’d gotten the impression she was talking to a longtime friend.


“All right then, let me see.” Hatch resumed tapping his fingers on the small of her back, where his palm had been resting. His eyes twinkled in refracting the outdoor lights. “That old tree must’ve been a thirty-foot Cleveland pear tree. With a view that spanned all the way to Narragansett Bay. It was planted in 1926, housed one squirrel’s nest, and had a slight case of the sooty blotch. How’s that for detail?”


“Now you’re just humoring me,” Sabina swatted her dance partner. Through his sport jacket, momentarily, she felt the heat and the firmness of his chest. She inched a step closer toward him. “But I do appreciate the effort. Is that where your family is from, then? Rhode Island?”


“My mother’s people, yes. My father hailed from England. Another reason for you McTigues to dislike me,” Hatch joked, drawing out a long “i” sound at the Irish pronunciation of “McTigue.”


“Dislike you? Whoever said I . . . we . . . didn’t like you?”


“You were ready to hand me my hat when we met this morning.”


“That’s not true!” Sabina protested. “I merely suggested a Danish.”


“Fair enough. In that case, let’s start over. Could we?”


Sabina was about to apologize for her earlier tone. The truth was she hadn’t liked being teased—least of all in the presence of Lenore Dooley, a far-superior candidate for male flattery. But the party’s host cut her short. Just at that moment, a red-faced Mr. Dooley approached them with his aggressive, lock-kneed stride. His fists opened and clenched and reopened as he walked.


“Now’s our moment!” Dooley announced, ignoring Sabina altogether. “The women are inspecting the gifts, and we’ve just enough daylight left to make a go of it.”


“I don’t know, Bill.” Hatch shook his head. “Miss McTigue and I are having a discussion. Give us a moment, will you, please?”


“I’ve already gathered the people—all the key people, I mean—over at the seawall. The Nashes, the Crosbys—everyone is waiting!”


For the second time in one night Sabina looked to avoid a battle. She lifted her hand from her dance partner’s shoulder. “Don’t worry, Mr. Hatch. I think I see someone who will gladly cut in for you.”


“Aw, hell, don’t tell me it’s your old tennis mate.” Hatch furrowed his brow. His fingertips lingered on her back, even as Dooley hovered, intent on marching him off toward the impromptu air show. “The good doctor may be smarter, but remember: I’m the more competitive one.”


It was true, in fact. Everyone was waiting on the grassy precipice overlooking the Dooley’s end of Starbuck Beach. Mr. Ewing had his box Brownie camera at the ready. Mrs. Noble clung to her birding binoculars. Aunt Poppy and her clique of club wives sat on the stone benches nearby, exchanging looks.


“Quiet, now! Everybody, quiet!” Dooley waved his arms in a downward motion. He sold the show like a carnival barker. “What you are about to witness is a historic launch! First time ever attempted on the island!”


Hatch scratched at his ear and stuck out his lower lip. On bended knee, he studied the shape and heft of the model. Hundreds of lightning bugs blinked among the hedgerow—a first act of sorts—while the crowd waited in obedient silence.


“Guess I’ll start her from the hilltop,” Hatch shrugged, dusting his pant legs. He flicked a switch, and the plane exploded into life with a loud, grating, mosquito whine.


“Can’t see this stunt lasting more than a minute,” Walt Ewing laughed to his neighbor.


A frowning Dooley poked the man’s ribs. “I’ve got fifty bucks says she flies for at least five.”


“Five minutes? This thing? I’ll take that bet for two fifty!”


As the men produced bills to clinch the bet, the guests let out a triumphant cheer in watching the radio airplane dive down over the staghorn and the bearberry shrubs, leveling her smooth red wings into a glide above the beach. Under Hatch’s control, she swung left toward the boulders of the jetty, most of them now submerged beneath a high tide. She buzzed the masthead of Dooley’s sailboat—a showy cruiser he liked to dock at the house whenever he knew there were guests coming ’round to absorb the full picture of his success. Farther afield, the plane performed a neat little loop around the Athertons’ flag pole, prompting everyone to clap wildly. The band struck up the William Tell Overture, and then people really got excited—breaking into the sort of two-fingered whistles they usually reserved for Fenway.


Among the cluster of rapt admirers, shoulders and elbows lined up endways, all swiveling their heads in unison, Sabina felt a tug at her wrist. She turned to meet her aunt’s familiar rebuking expression.


“Be wary, young lady.” Aunt Poppy wagged a finger. “Bad company corrupts good character.”


“What is that comment supposed to mean?”


“Ask the girls he romanced at last year’s parties. There are certainly enough of them to survey.”


“Oh, honestly, A. P. That’s a lot of hollow gossip and nothing more.”


“Ask the man himself then.” Poppy pursed her lips. “Go on! Ask him about that odd little charter company he doesn’t actually own. Or the way he makes his living, flying airplanes he doesn’t especially care to fly.”


“If you have an opinion about Colin—about Mr. Hatch, I mean to say, why not come out with it directly?”


“My point is that he’s undesirable.” Poppy exaggerated the individual syllables of the word. She dragged Sabina a few steps from the gathering, continuing with a sharper tone. “If it weren’t for Mr. Dooley taking pity, that young man wouldn’t have a pot to piddle in. Wouldn’t have a paycheck, I’d wager. Did you know that men with, with . . .” She sputtered her distaste. “With blue tickets can’t even get a simple bank loan? No higher education, so forget about landing a decent job elsewhere . . .”


Sabina did know, thanks to Lenore’s self-important gabbing, that it was Dooley’s seed money that allowed Hatch to start up the charter company. She had a cloudy notion of what an army blue ticket meant. She recognized “other than honorable” discharge as a term sometimes used in the newspapers—a formal way of degrading a soldier. But she couldn’t believe it’d been rightly applied to Colin Hatch. Even if she didn’t exactly know him well, she knew him enough. She looked away from her aunt to spy Hatch’s suit-coated back and broad shoulders. Be cooperative, she reminded herself of the promise to her father. Be cooperative.


“Hear this, too,” Aunt Poppy went on. “Undesirable stands to say he’s a man incapable of providing for a wife. And here you are, cheapening yourself to dance with him? A fine way to waste your reputation. Very fine, indeed.”


This final declaration nearly incited the desired argument. Sabina was at the point of biting back, but in the few short moments of air show they’d missed, the tone of the audience had shifted. The guests stood much quieter now, mouthing solemn observations behind Hatch’s back. With each new maneuver the plane’s lost altitude became more pronounced. Sabina could see Hatch concentrating to straighten Lois’s course with a gradual climb. But the model was too flimsy and too small against the backdrop of the gusty Atlantic.


“You’re losing her,” Dooley flustered, grabbing the controller from Hatch’s hands.


“It’s the wind,” Hatch asserted.


“It’s the signal,” Dooley countered, steering his prize into the southeast breeze. And yet, the addition of more tailwind did not improve the situation. Instead, the replica plane skidded and stalled, porpoised and spun. A wing snapped off, plummeting earthward.


“She’s gone now.” Hatch frowned.


“Christ,” Dooley swore. “Some pilot you are.”


The mosquito whine grew distant. A few anguished gasps filled the silence in its wake. Through the gathering dusk, Sabina saw Hatch’s jaw tighten. His Adam’s apple pulsed in a hard swallow. All around the guests stood judging, and not for the first time.


In that moment, she would have liked to touch his hand or at least repay him with one of his own trenchant winks. But she’d already gotten the business from her aunt. And how much did she really know about the pilot anyway? Maybe he wouldn’t appreciate a petty gesture at this particular moment. Maybe, a small voice in her head conceded, Aunt Poppy did understand some dynamics better than she.


These were the rational sort of thoughts that should have diverted her back to the party tent and the decorum of its waiting dinner tables. These were the facts that should have drawn her into some useless discussion, no doubt happening somewhere, about the merits of a fingertip veil or a ballroom bustle—to politely admire Lenore Dooley’s treasured charm bracelet collection, even. To any path other than the one she presently chose, which was straight down the backyard beach stairs and into the Atlantic Ocean, on a mission to retrieve a lost aircraft.


She heard Aunt Poppy call her name only once, as she stripped down to her swimsuit and dove into the black waves. She didn’t dare look back to see who was watching. The ocean current, like the wind, had strong ideas about what it would carry—and where. Instead of progressing very far forward, she felt herself fighting a determined tide. This was a very different kind of swim than the ones she performed at daybreak. Decidedly, this test had no precedent. Still, she realized—muscles burning, eyes stinging, as she approached the floating wreckage with altogether new levels of daring—this time she hardly needed any borrowed narrative to will her body back to shore.













FIVE





WESTERN UNION


W. P. MARSHALL, PRESIDENT


The filing time shown in the dateline on telegrams and day letters is STANDARD TIME at point of origin. Time of receipt is STANDARD TIME at point of destination.


1954 JUN 12 3:36PM1954 JUN 13 1:12PM


EDGARTOWN, MA=P.O. BOX 2200
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Isolde Martin made it very well-known, at least once each day, in case it might be her last, that when she died she wanted to be buried in a size 2 Balenciaga silk suit. Byzantine blue, to match her eyes.


Except she wasn’t dying. Not according to the doctors, anyway. And so what she wanted, more immediately, was to play the part of the teenage milkmaid in Frank Capra’s next picture, scheduled to begin filming in September. To do so realistically would mean losing ten pounds along with the tired half-moons shadowing her eye sockets. It made sense, therefore, that she’d defected from Manhattan and come to this little resort town, on the recommendation of her boyfriend Harris—a rising Massachusetts politician with a thick accent and, somewhat inconveniently, a pencil-thin wife.


At first the move had sounded like an inspired plan. Harris knew of a man who was selling an old beach house—a tidy saltbox with a wood-burning stove and the dinner plates of someone’s forgotten grandmother already inside. “Turnkey” was the expression, she believed. And all of that suited her fine.


She would spend the summer on the more-remote peninsula of an already remote island—Chappa-something, the guidebooks said. She would enjoy ten weeks removed from her prying fans. (Well, not all of her fans—mainly the sloppy, unattractive ones.) She would cut out the pills. Cut out the lunches. Maybe breakfasts too. On an island, anything could be possible! And golly, just think: all this majesty just under an hour from New York!


Except that so far, her island adventure, starting with the flight from LaGuardia, had proved nothing short of harrowing. Turbulence cracked her Swiss sunglasses against the ashtray. Her Perrier was stored in an eighty-degree footlocker. Before takeoff, the boorish charter pilot refused to fly her two prized cockatiels on his plane, which meant sending them with her driver, who’d subsequently gotten pulled over (twice!) in Connecticut—on account of all the squawking and swerving—only to be denied transport at the Cape Cod ferry. After six phone calls to the statehouse and a favor from the coast guard, finally, Isolde and company were at last assembled to enjoy their getaway destination. And then this latest crisis: no ripe cantaloupe. No cantaloupe at all, in fact.


“What’s that, you say? No one can find a cantaloupe?” she’d demanded of the front desk. “Send me someone who could outwit a cantaloupe, then. Shall we just start there?” She slammed down the hotel room receiver. Her head hurt. Her heart ached. She’d hoped Harris would have been on scene to offer a surprise reunion. Flowers and a string quartet, at least, waiting for her in the suite. The absence of both drove her straight to her pep pills.


Isolde Martin was not an unreasonable woman. But she had learned how readily people respond to drama, and unless she was dead tired or truly aggrieved she found it best to ratchet everything to its most extreme degree. On the day she signed her three-picture contract with MGM, for example, she’d held a $5,000 funeral for Myrna Martin, the landlocked former version of herself, who had escaped greater Cleveland only by dint of a sudden snow squall that forced the emergency landing of a big-screen executive en route to LA. He had found her selling tuna fish sandwiches in Terminal A. Could she act? With her wide eyes and wondrous, high-shelved breasts, that detail was almost beside the point. And besides, if “acting” meant looking wholesome and serene in church every Sunday alongside her debauched parents, then, yes, absolutely, she could act.


A loud knocking roused her from her gloom. Koji, Isolde’s bodyguard, intercepted the visitor.


“Isolde!” boomed the red-faced Bill Dooley, who barreled in past Koji with forced familiarity. His busy eyes bounced between the actress and the appointments of the room. Dooley drank in the fabrics, the fixtures, the jewels about her neck. Gilt salon chairs in emerald green velvet stood at opposite sides of the armoire. A large cane headboard, painted with gold flourishes and rose garlands, faced a wall of windows looking out at the ocean’s rolling waves, with the Edgartown lighthouse in the center of the frame.


“Hello, Bill. I wasn’t counting on you so soon.” She adjusted the belt of her robe. “Harris said you would call to arrange dinner plans.”


“No point in putting off the island’s most important business,” Dooley beamed. “Anyhow, I’ve got Baker downstairs. And Doc Kemp has a launch—a private motorboat, is what I mean to say. He can take us all to the lot right now.”


“Who is downstairs?” Isolde dropped her jaw with disdain.


“The builder.”


“Baker, you said?”


“Yes, Baker.”


“The builder?”


“Yes! That’s right. Leave it to me, and we’ll have you luxuriating on your widow’s walk by August.”


Isolde scowled at the little man standing in her space. He was shorter than her, which somehow made everything worse. “Harris told me the house was already built.”


“Yes, my dear, of course the house is already built!” Dooley turned to Koji, seeking some form of alliance—man-to-man. He got nothing. “But you’ll need a proper road. A paved road, I’m saying. Electrical lines, a telephone cable—and the water well that’s in place now won’t accommodate more than just a handful of guests. I know you’re more popular than that.” Dooley winked.


Isolde held her hand defensively to her forehead, as if his words were driving nails into her skull. “I couldn’t handle another trip at this moment, be it by plane, train, or rickshaw. Just getting here was an odyssey.”


“Bad flight?”


“Bad?” Isolde laughed lightly, twirling her finger at Koji for a cigarette. From their twin mahogany cages, built to resemble gothic cathedrals, the cockatiels echoed Isolde’s reply. “With no exaggeration, Bill, I can tell you it was monstrous.”


“Bit of weather is all,” Dooley grinned, rocking on his heels, jangling the loose change in his pocket. “Low-level, uh, wind shear.”


But Isolde shook her head. “I am beginning to think that an island retreat is perhaps inconvenient beyond the boundaries of reasonable comfort. Anyway, Harris told me we’d be able to drive to the property.”


“Well. Yes. He is right. At a certain time of day, when the tide is out . . .” The wily developer spoke haltingly. “It is possible to take a beach buggy along the sand spit at Norton Point, but—”


“In your letter you mentioned a bridge.”


“And certainly we are still working on that. The selectman and I have a proposal for the next Town Meeting and—”


The actress stood and exhaled at the ceiling. “I don’t know about you”—she crossed the room to glare out the window—“but I’ve heard many good things about Vermont. The Berkshires, even.”


From the corner of her eye she could see Bill Dooley getting ruffled at this threat. His face screwed itself into a pink, disconsolate knot. No doubt he had already made deals and promises that hinged on her presence. All the more reason, she thought, to renege and go home. Sell the house back to him. Rent it. Raze it. Tear it apart by the board. Who cared what she did? Certainly not Harris.


“I doubt I should need an airplane and a limousine and a rowboat to get myself to East Hampton.”


“What if I told you I could lend you a better pilot?” Dooley blurted. “I’m talking about someone dedicated to your needs. I happen to know an impeccable flier—Army Air Corps veteran. He’s easy on the eyes, as well. Or so my wife tells me. Ha! Come to think of it, Harris wouldn’t like me recommending this particular fellow. Bit of a playboy, he is. I know you and Harris are only friends, of course.”


“I’m not a schoolgirl, Bill.” Isolde snapped her head around, exhaling smoke. “Are you really trying to sway me with the town flirt as my escort?”


“Hardly that, no! You misunderstand me. It’s just that I wouldn’t want to feel responsible if you missed out on the island’s full, uh, scope of hospitality. Or if I let you defect to Vermont with all the damned cluster flies. I think”—he grasped at his shirt’s breast pocket—“given the chance, you will find the atmosphere and the company here to be infinitely more suitable to your tastes.”


Isolde lifted a bird from the cage. She smoothed its chartreuse crest feathers, which were raised in alert over the presence of an unfamiliar guest. She’d grown up in a blue-collar Ohio town where her father sold upright vacuum cleaners to seniors who could themselves barely stand upright. She knew the cadence and tenor of an opportunistic speech when she heard one. And yet, she also knew how Harris would feel about a young, able-bodied male joining up with her entourage. She recalled a recent outing in Boston: screaming through the streets of Chinatown in his Maserati A6, past the groceries, the restaurants and brothels; hitting a pothole and blowing a tire. He was useless, this supposed man of the working people. She could have replaced the thing herself, but of course he wouldn’t allow it. Instead they sat in the car, while a light rain evolved into a downpour, both silently lamenting his mechanical ineptitude until a Good Samaritan stopped to help. Without question, Harris would be threatened by an army pilot assuming a regular presence in her life.


“All right,” she relented, making sure to look no less put upon. “I will meet your pilot next week. I have a voice lesson in New York on Wednesday. If he gets me there in one piece I’ll be ever so grateful. As for your Baker, he can start tomorrow.”
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