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“My Lord, they’re too close!” A lady stood by herself at the stern of the SS Normandie looking at the
ocean liner’s wake. The breeze coming off the Hudson
River ruffled her long dark skirt and carried her anxious admonition across the promenade deck. A strand
of blonde hair escaped her scarlet beret and waved
against her cheek.
Bridge Appleton, twelve years old, looked up
from his book and stared at the lady’s silhouette,
framed by the receding New York skyline as the Normandie made its way down the river toward Rockaway Point.
People strolled by his deck chair muttering
about what the lady was up to. “Man overboard? A
collision? Come on, let’s take a look.”
The lady ignored the curious crowd and kept
her position looking neither left nor right, but straight
ahead at an incident taking place beyond Bridge’s
warm blanket and comfortable chair.
The breeze increased into a wind
“Nutcase,” Bridge said. He turned his face away
from the wind and went back to reading Dashiell
Hammett’s exciting new whodunit mystery, The Maltese Falcon.
A steward walked by carrying a brass gong, suspended on a string, and a small mallet. He was immaculately dressed in a black sailor hat, starched whites,
and gleaming patent leather shoes. “Bong, bong,” the
gong’s sonorous tone echoed across the deck as the
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steward tapped it with his mallet.
“First seating for dinner in ten minutes,” he
announced.
The crowd of onlookers surrounding the lady
turned away from the railing. “A whole bunch of
nothin’,” somebody commented as the people headed
toward the dining room.
“Who cares?” somebody else said. “Stupid sailboats is all it is.”
Once the deck was clear, Bridge put his book
down again and pulled off his lap blanket. The lady
was still looking over the railing.
“My gracious,” he heard her say. “Why on earth
are they doing that?”
Bridge got up from his chair. It must be something.
Bridge was traveling to Marseille with his parents. It was supposed to be a family vacation, but
he was already bored and he dreaded the weeks of
captivity that stretched ahead. While they celebrated
their departure with dancing and champagne, he entertained himself out on deck with his book.
He glanced up and down the deck as he stepped
toward the lady. The coast was clear. I’ll sneak a look
on my way in to dinner.
Sailboats, two of them, darted in and out of the
Normandie’s wake. The late afternoon sun lit up their
sails and turned their spray into flying diamonds as the
boats churned through the rough water in Jamaica Bay.
The lady glanced at Bridge and pointed at the
sailboats, one in front of the other, racing along the
Normandie’s right side. The pitch of the liner’s engines
picked up a notch and Bridge felt the ship shudder,
then surge ahead, but the sailboats doggedly kept up.
“They must be having a heck of a time of it out
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there,” she said.
“It looks dangerous,” Bridge replied.
Some of the sailboats’ crew were pulling on
ropes while the two captains, each standing at their
boat’s wheel, shouted orders through a megaphone.
Other crew members leaned out over the water on the
high side using their weight to keep their boat from
capsizing.
“I don’t know how much longer they can keep
up,” the lady said. She pulled her shawl tight around
her shoulders.
Bridge nodded. He couldn’t turn away.
The trailing sailboat caught Bridge’s attention.
A big sail had broken free of its restraining ropes.
People were trying to capture the flapping canvas as
the boat lurched to one side and pitched into the relentless waves.
“Oh my Lord, they’re in trouble!” The lady
gasped.
Bridge cupped his hands around his mouth
and shouted a warning, but it was hopeless.
The leading boat sailed on, its crew, concentrating on their own challenges, were oblivious to
their partner’s distress.
Just when it seemed like the disabled boat’s
crew had regained control, a gust of wind tore the
loose sail out of the crew’s hands and the long boom
whipped across the deck, scattering crew members in
all directions.
Two splashes appeared alongside the boat, but
Bridge couldn’t make out who or what was in the water.
The boat fell behind the Normandie. It was getting hard to see, but Bridge and the lady both shouted
when a wave washed across the boat and turned it on
its side. Slowly, like a falling tree, the tall mast fell
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until only the boat’s keel showed above the water.
“Those poor people,” the lady said. “They’re
goners.”
“We gotta do something,” Bridge looked from
side to side. He and the lady were alone. The Normandie’s deck lights came on in the evening gloom.
The tinkling of piano music came from inside.
“I’m gonna tell the captain.” Bridge turned
away from the rail and ran into somebody.
“Bridge! There you are!” A hand clamped on
Bridge’s shoulder. “We’ve been looking all over for
you. You’ve missed dinner and you’re not even dressed.
Mother is beside herself !” Bridge’s father wore a formal dark suit and bow tie. A scarf hung loose around
his neck. He flipped his cigarette overboard.
“Dad! Dad!” Bridge hopped up and down, eyes
wide. He pointed in the direction of the accident
which was now hidden in shadows. “There’s been an
accident. We gotta turn around. They need help.”
Bridge’s father looked into the darkness and
shook his head.
“Poor fellows. A bit of bad luck, I’ll say. Not
much we can do about it, Sport. Surely somebody on
the shore will help them.”
The lady coughed.
“But Dad! Can’t we drop them a lifeboat or
something? I’m going to tell the captain.” Bridge
twisted and tried to escape, but he couldn’t break his
father’s grasp.
The air turned cold as the Normandie made a
gentle left turn and nosed into the Atlantic. The ocean
breeze buffeted them with salty gusts. In the distance
behind them, specks of light appeared, but it was impossible to tell from where they came.
His father’s face glowed from the deck lights.
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“Sorry, Sport, but the captain’s not going to turn
around. We’re still in a narrow ship channel. He would
never change course this close to shore with no navigation lights to guide us. It could be catastrophic.” He
lit another cigarette, took a deep breath, and exhaled
into the darkness. “I’m afraid those boys will have to
fend for themselves.”
Bridge looked for the lady, but she had disappeared.
“You’ve missed your dinner and your Mother
is–“
Bridge started to cry. “But people might be dying,” he sobbed.
Bridge’s father led him away from the railing.
“Buck up, son,” he said in a low tone. “The sea is a
risky place in a small boat. They’re prepared for that,
I’m sure.” He ushered Bridge along the promenade
deck. “Sometimes King Neptune demands tribute.”
Bridge blew his nose on his sleeve. “But Dad!
It’s not funny! Those people...”
They went through a door into an empty companionway.
“That will be enough.” Bridge’s father shook
his shoulder. “Go to the cabin and get dressed. Your
Mother put out your dinner jacket and tie on your
bunk. Maybe our steward can find something for you
to eat. Hurry up. Mustn’t keep her waiting any longer.”
His father cleared his throat. “And let’s not
speak about this at the table, right Sport? You’ll only
distress her.”
Bridge turned away and said nothing.
“Too dangerous,” his mother told Bridge when he asked
his parents for a sailboat on his fifteenth birthday.
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His father dropped his newspaper and raised
an eyebrow when he heard Bridge’s request.
“People fall off those little traps and drown every day,” his mother said.
She was right, of course. The image of that
boat lying in the water behind the Normandie, looking more like a piece of driftwood than a sailboat,
had disturbed him ever since that night, but it also
fascinated him. Night after night, as he fell asleep he
relived that horrible moment. How could something so
beautiful and exciting turn into disaster so fast?
Bridge took his father’s advice when he started
at Hollywood High School and he joined the gymnastics team. He worked hard at his studies, and on the
side horse and the parallel bars, but still the dread
and fascination of sailboats haunted him. So he read
Melville and Conrad and Joshua Slocum and he fulfilled his tormented dreams of sailing by becoming a
knowledgeable bystander.
Later, in college, Bridge would drive to Long
Beach, stand at the end of the Long Beach breakwater and revisit that night on the Normandie. With the
spray in his face, he would wave to the bigger boats
that ventured out of the harbor. The boats looked
beautiful, rushing through a magical space between
wind and waves, but for Bridge the beauty was only
part of the spectacle. He knew as well that they were
a hair-breadth away from disaster and certain death.
It was the start of the sailing season, April 1936, when
Deborah Cunningham invited her boyfriend Bridge
and their friends Patsy and Charles to dinner at The
Wharf, one of Bridge’s favorite watering holes that offered fresh seafood with views of the harbor.
Below them, outside, men scurried like ants
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around the cargo ships and steamers that lined the
long warehouse docks. Inside, the sound of crystal
and china clinked amid soft piano jazz and the low
murmurs of attentive waiters.
“It’s sailing season again, God help us.” Deborah gave Bridge a sidelong glance. “Another four
months of sitting on rocks and freezing to death
watching sailboats dart in and out of the fog.”
Bridge and Deborah made a striking couple
when they were out together; she preferred to wear
unpopular styles and always looked good in them.
She tucked her wavy blonde hair inside berets of all
colors, wrapped herself in capes and shawls and wore
boots. He often sported a jaunty captain’s cap and
blazer and he would never be seen on the town without wearing white linen trousers and a flashy bow tie.
Bridge smiled. “Sometimes they capsize. Then
the drama picks up.”
“That just makes me feel colder.”
“Why don’t you try tennis?” Patsy suggested.
“It’s all the rage, you know. City College just built some
clay courts next to the football field. I think Chassy
and I are good for a rousing set of mixed doubles.
Aren’t we, Chassy dear?” She patted Charles’ hand to
get his attention.
Charles sighed and lit a cigarette. “How about I
ask the waiter to mix us a drink instead?” Tennis was
not his sport.
A petite redhead with a temper and a sunny
smile, Patsy had worked her way out of her parents’
tarpaper shack, hidden behind orange groves, and
into the glamorous thoroughfares of Los Angeles using her wits and natural charm.
Charles, a tall, lanky southern boy who came
west with his brother riding the rails, had become
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friends with Bridge while competing together in Hollywood High’s gymnastics team.
The four young people became close when
fate tossed them together at Los Angeles City College. They built a friendship while managing sporting
event ticket and souvenir sales every weekend in the
school’s cramped ticket booth.
“What about horseback riding?” Deborah contributed to the tease. “There’s a riding stables near
Griffith Park–”
“Oh, I’d love to go horseback riding,” Patsy
squealed. “My grandmother sent me this most beautiful pair of jodhpurs. Before Grandpa lost everything
in the stock market crash, Grams competed in the
state invitationals and was always a finalist. I’ve been
dying to use ‘em just so I could tell her.”
Deborah gave Patsy a pat on the arm. “She
would be so proud.”
“No kidding, Deborah.” Patsy flashed a look.
“Don’t patronize me. I mean it. She was one of the
best.”
“Please, ladies,” Bridge interrupted before
Deborah could retort back. “Wild horses won’t deter
me from my perch on the breakwater.”
Deborah glanced at Patsy and rolled her eyes.
The ladies silently made up and resigned themselves
to another of Bridge’s rants.
“...and if you’re lucky,” Bridge paused and
looked around the table, “one of these days, I might
just show you first-hand what sailing is all about.”
Deborah plunged her knife and fork into her
abalone steak as if it was about to make a break for it.
“Don’t bother. Second hand is plenty enough for me.”
After a final round of cocktails and a walk
around the wharf, Deborah snuggled up against
8
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Bridge and whispered, “Cicada Club?”
The Club was originally an elegant haberdashery on South Olive Street where Deborah’s mother often shopped for the most sophisticated styles in chiffon, satin, charmeuse, and organdy, accented with
fine-worked lace, beads, and sequin.
Deborah’s parents loved the shop’s intricately
painted Spanish-beamed ceiling and hand-carved
oak paneling. When it came up for sale, they saved it
from the wrecking ball and financed its conversion to
a nightclub. Now, Deborah managed the bar when she
wasn’t on the customer side with Bridge.
Bridge straightened his tie then squeezed Deborah’s hand. His brave proposition in front of witnesses needed a follow-up. “Don’t be surprised if I
take you sailing someday.”
Deborah got behind the wheel of her Packard
Eight and started up while Charles and Patsy climbed
into the back seat. Bridge barely had time to get in
before his girlfriend floored it. “Keep talkin’, sailor.”
One day, when the fog hung back along the horizon
and the harbor was crowded with boats of all types,
Bridge overheard two fellows on the Long Beach pier
talk about selling a sailboat.
Bridge was on his way to the breakwater when
he stopped in his tracks. A grizzled fellow with long
greasy hair tied in a ponytail and smoking a blackened meerschaum pipe was doing the talking. His
partner, another shipwrecked derelict, nodded with a
wry smile under his wool watch cap.
“Did I hear you say you want to sell a boat?”
Bridge interrupted the two while they grumbled over
a tub of water filled with dead fish and beer bottles.
Two fishing poles jutted out from the pier’s railing.
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“That’s right,” came the reply. The men resumed their conversation. They never looked up.
The water beneath the pier glistened in the
warm noon-day sun. Seagulls squawked, a candy vendor walked by ringing a chain of small bells. Bridge
leaned in close to the men. “Can I see it?”
Bridge’s vision of the Normandie incident, and
his anxieties that sailed along with it, disappeared
over a far horizon.
Ponytail sighed, looked up and blew smoke
in Bridge’s face. “Hundred dollars gets you the boat,
main and foresails, rigging, and an anchor all in fair
condition. Ready to sail. You interested?”
Bridge’s eyes watered in the acrid cloud. He felt
his heart race. He hesitated for an instant and then
recklessly plunged ahead. Here’s my chance. A transaction done in secret. Mother will never know.
“I might be.”
“It’s tied up at the end of C dock. Gate’s locked,
though. I’ll have to take you. You sure you’re interested? I don’t want to make the trip fer nothin’.”
Ponytail squinted at Bridge with his one good
eye and snarled.
Bridge took a deep breath and felt the relief
of having made a decision. “If I like it I’ll buy it. My
name is Bridge. Bridge Appleton.”
The crusty character smiled a contemptuous
smile and winked at his castaway companion. “Call
me Ross.”
Bridge felt Ross’ calloused, leathery skin scrape
against his hand while they shook. It felt like a sailor’s
hand.
Ross and Bridge stood at the end of C dock and
stared down at a weathered, neglected sailboat.
“There she is. You can see the rigging is good
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and secure,” Ross said, pointing at the boat’s rusty
metal fittings and bleached woodwork. “Tiller’s
mountings could be tightened up a bit, but that’s minor. She could use a coat of paint. It’s been a coupla’
years. Do ya want ‘a check her down below?”
“No thanks, I can see all I need from here.”
Bridge was too embarrassed to ask dumb questions in
front of a real sailor. Instead, he stared at something
that wasn’t there. It was liable to sink at any minute,
but Bridge saw adventure. Forbidden adventure he’d
only watched from afar.
After ten long minutes, Ross spit and headed
back to the gate. “Damned lubber,” Ross said loud
enough for Bridge to hear. “Another waste of an afternoon.”
Ross’s words made Bridge look up from his
floating daydream. He saw Ross walking away and
panicked. “Will you take a check?”
“Your boyfriend has purchased a sailboat,” Bridge announced that night when he met Deborah at the Club
to celebrate their fifth anniversary going together. He
handed her a hat box. “And I hereby commission you
first mate along with all the privileges that befit the
position.”
Deborah cringed as she opened the box. “You
didn’t.”
She stared at a white sailor’s hat with an anchor
stitched in the front.
“I most certainly did.” Bridge beamed. “She’s a
beaut, and I’m thinking what a wonderful time we’ll
have sailing over the ocean blue together. You and me.
We’ll take in all the exotic ports of call, Istanbul, Zanzibar, Rio de Janeiro.”
He set the hat on Deborah’s head. “Great hat,
Storylandia, Issue 24

11

huh? I know you like hats. Let’s see how it looks...”
Deborah grabbed the hat out of his hands and
dropped it on the bar. “My dear, sweet lunatic. I get
seasick standing on a pier. I wouldn’t last a minute on
your bouncy old boat. The very idea makes my stomach turn.”
“Once your stomach’s empty you’ll feel better.”
Bridge lowered his eyes and fingered the hat’s brim.
Deborah shook her head and balled her fists.
“You wouldn’t like the looks of me puking over the
side.”
Bridge shuddered. “Deborah, please.” He let go
of the hat and grabbed his drink.
“No. And that’s final.”
“Now, be a good sport on our anniversary.” The
condensation from Bridge’s drink that had collected on
the polished oak bar stained the bottom rim of the hat.
“Have you ever been seasick?” Deborah hopped
off her bar stool. “I’ll have you know I have endured
endless hours in the company of happy, chatty people eating and drinking while I clung to a railing, my
hair sticky with vomit, and prayed for death. It’s not a
pretty sight.”
She grabbed her purse from under the bar and
walked toward the coat check. “Keep your damn hat.”
2
Bridge parked his Packard One-Twenty coupe at the
C dock gate and sat for a moment. He rallied his courage while his car cooled and quieted. He had put off
visiting the boat for a week since he bought it for two
very good reasons: he was worried about what he had
done and he was afraid his mother might find out.
The physical act of unlocking the gate and
12
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Jim White can’t spell, he has a hard time keeping names
and places straight and organization is a challenge for him.
But he loves to write and can tell a good story. After thirty
years writing for the wrong reasons, he said good bye to
a technical writing career in Silicon Valley and started
writing for himself. He’s never turned back.
He discovered he had a lot to write about; a master’s in
American History, a Viet Nam veteran, a high school
teacher, technical writer, librarian, laborer, sailor, proud
father and devoted husband. He also came from a family of
letter writers and their trove of letters about world events
and every day trivia since the 1920’s is an important cache
of inspiration.
The result has been a string of publishing successes; a
non-fiction publication, ‘Great Expectations, the business
correspondence of Gibbons & Lammot gold rush black
powder merchants,’ was published by the California
Historical Quarterly. Fiction short story and novella
publications include, ‘Unified Field,’ Chronoscope
Magazine, ‘Cisco,’ scheduled for publication by Dark
Passages Publishing in Fall, 2017, and ‘Vistula,’ a story
about the siege of Warsaw during World War II from the
perspective of a Polish-American GI who deserted his post
and joined up with the Polish Resistance forces in 1944,
in Storylandia, Issue 28, Autumn 2018. More about Jim
White can be found at www.myjotting.com.
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