Sunfish

Lynn Eustis

It was the summer of 1980 on the North Shore of Long Island. We were
fifteenyears old and invincible. “Let’s sail to Connecticut,” my friend Matt
said that morning as we sat on the beach at Sea CLiff.

Matt had a new Sunfish, a small sailing dinghy designed for a crew of
just one or two people. It was an upgrade from the lighter, smaller Mini-
fish he had the previous summer. But we had no business leaving Hemp-
stead Harbor in this thing, never mind Venturing across the Long Island
Sound. Sunfish are typically used for friendly racing or for teaching young
sailors. At thirteen feet or so in length, theV are nowhere near the gener-
ally accepted length of twenty-two feet needed to handle the break from
other boats in the Long Island Sound, which can reach up to four feet in
rough conditions. Our boat had a slim chance of making it across to Con-
necticut, which was about twelve miles each way.

“I don’t know. Maybe we should just tool around the harbor,” I said.
The day was warm and replete with empty hours we would fill as we al-
ways did, talking about ev erWhlng from the Beatles (Matt’s favorite band)
to Dostoye\ sky (we both liked Crime and Punishment) to the latest North
Shore ngh School dramas. I didn’t care where we spent those hours. And
I didn’t know anything about sailing. I would be useless if anything went
sideways.

Matt's dimples flashed on his tanned face as he tilted his head just so
and smiled up at me from under his hair. It was lIIlpObSl];)le to say no to
Matt when he had this look, to keep from getting caught up in the energy
that would later be diagnosed as bipolar disorder. For now he was just
Matt, my friend and one of the smartest people I'd ever met, not to men-
tion a far superior writer, which impressed my father, the English teacher.
And pissed me off a little bit, I had to admit. We weren't “boyfriend and
girlfriend,” but we were at an age when we could try on roles and feelings
like the latest pair of sneakers. And in those pre-Internet days, there was
a lot that the average fifteen-year-old still didn’t know about the ways of
the world. It was a more innocent time, but things were already starting to
turn. The Summer of Sam was just three years behind us.

I looked around the beach, stalhng for time. The day was just get-
ting started, and there weren't many people around. A few ‘staff members
were arriving at the Yacht Club to prepare the weekday lunch service, but
I didn't see anyone I knew. From a passing car, Chrlstopher Cross sang of
the pleasures of sallmg It was an omen, I decided, my sentimental teen
heart misinterpreting the song’s melancholy tone.

When I turned back to Matt, he was already in the water, quickly set-
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ting up the mast on the Sunfish. He was fearless in all the ways I wasn't.
My lack of physical courage had meant that I was picked last for the team
in gym class just about every time. I would slump against the wall and
stare at the toes of my shoes when it came down to the last few choices so
I wouldn't see the mixture of mockery and pity in my classmates’ eyes. |
couldn't bear to see Matt look at me that w. ay.

‘With a theatrical 51gh I dropped my bag down next to his on our
beach towels. [ wanted it to be clear that I was going with him as a favor, a

osture meant to hide how scdred Iwas.

“Hold on, give me one sec,” I called out as I shed my T-shirt and the
checkerboard-plaid shorts I was wearmg over my bathlng suit (a one-
piece, of course), carefully sucking in my abdominal muscles in case any-
one was looking; I still had some adolescent baby fat pooching out around
my waist, and I was deeply self-conscious about that, along with every-
thlng else about my appearance. Matt, of course, did not have one ounce of
body fat that I could see. It just wasn't fair, the way boys seemed to be able
to keep weight off so much more easily. I stuffed the shirt and the shorts
into my bag, grabbed the soft-sided minicooler my mom had packed with
our lunches for the day at the beach, and started Walkmg toward the water.
Back then, you could leave your things on the beach unattended for hours
without concern.

I will always remember the way Matt smiled, like I had just bought
him a winning lotten ticket, as [ walked toward the boat. No hint whatso-
ever of the dangervxe were about to get ourselves into, or the danger that
his infectious enthusiasm would bring him later in life. He was my friend
Matt, looking unconditionally happy, and I had given that to him. It was
one of the most attractive thlngs about him, the way it was so easy to make
him happy and how good that made you feel about yourself, espe(‘lally
when you had as little confidence as I did at that age.

I climbed onto my end of the Sunfish, shivering with cold, embarrass-
ment, and anticipation. We pushed away from the shore. Soon we passed
the larger boats anchored just outside of the swim zone, marked by large
buoys. Our Sunfish bobbed pleasantly in the waves; there was just enough
wind to keep us in motion. As we pulled into the harbor, we took in the
glamorous waterfront homes, the kind you could only see from the water.
The harbor was small, but the socioeconomic gap between our side and
the other side was as significant as it is in so many American towns.

After a short while, the harbor turned into Hempstead Bay, and not
long after that, the Long Island Sound opened up in front of us. It was like
coming to the end of a neighborhood street that merges onto a four-lane
thoroughfare, and suddenly you see that your tricyele is not going to cut
it. We usually turned back at this point, but Matt made no move to come
about. I had been out with Matt on the boat many times before, and I knew
that we needed to turn the sail to the opposite side if we were going to go

134 | Post Road Nonfiction



back into the harbor. I realized that I hadn’t truly believed he was serious
about taking the boat across the Sound. We were those nerdy A-student
kids who talked a big game about doing dangerous things but rarely actu-
ally did them.

“Matt?” I ventured carefully. We were having such a lovely day—
something felt deliciously different between us—and I didn’t want to
spoil the mood by ques‘[lonlngJ his ability to sail this boat. Boys don’t like it
when you chal]enge their skills; I knew that already at fifteen. Well, I'd be
fifteen in September

“What? We're sailing to Connecticut, remember? Look how awe-
some this view is.” He wasn't kidding about the view. Water seemed to be
everywhere, as though we were out on the Atlantic Ocean. A few boats
were just barely visible as dots in the distance. Connecticut was nowhere
to be seen.

Matt was always so sure of himself, and I trusted him completely. He
was, after all, smarter than me, and he was the one with the sailor’s knowl-
edge. And didn’t I want to be braver now that I was in high school, to take
more risks, and to stop being teased for being an uncoordinated goody-
two-shoes? I told the nagging voice of anxiety to shut up.

The first few hours were blissfully unev, ‘entful. We talked about mu-
sic, the other kids in our group, W hat classes we were taking in the fall,
our brothers (his older, mine younger), which radio station played the
best variety, and all manner of other critically important topics. That was
another one of the great things about Matt: he could converse knowledge-
ably about virtually anything with an intellectual assurance beyond that
of most of the adults we knew. He had a vocabulary that wouldn’ t quit, but
he never came across as stuffy or self-important. He could interest you in
discussing page forty-seven of the phone book.

There was one topic we did not discuss: anything having to do with
dating, I was starting to see him in a leading-man kind of light. Could
there be something more to our friendship? I had never had a boyfriend,
so I had no idea how to tell whether he was wondering the same thing.
I kept waiting for him to tell me he liked me, or at least to ask me who I
liked, but before he got to any of that, we capsized for the first time.

It happened with little warning. One moment we were comfortably
sitting in the boat and then the boat had flipped over and we were in the
water. For a terrifying moment, I was underneath the boat and having
trouble seeing the sunlight to guide me to the surface. The scariest part
was the sudden lack of any sound. I felt Matt’s arm pulling me up by the
shoulder.

A motorboat sped past us, two guys waving their middle fingers in
our direction. Our Sunfish hadn’t been able to withstand the faster boat’s
wake. It was probably difficult to see our little boat until they were already
too close. They certainly would not have been expectlng to see such a
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small boat in the waters of the Sound.

“Assholes!” Matt cursed as we worked together to flip the boat back
over.

The Sunfish is sometimes described as a self-rescuing boat. Because
it is hollow and the fiberglass construction is watertight, it can capsize
without taking on water or sinking, After the motorboat passed and the
surface was calm again, we were able to rlght ourselves pretty qulckl\ ‘We
threw the life jackets we hadn’t been wearing back into the footwell; it was
too hot to bother with those. Our lunches were lost, but that didn’t seem
like a big deal either. We would be back home soon enough, and besides,
that minicooler bag was embarrassmgly old and stained. Now we would
have to getanew one, maybe in a cuter style, like one of the hard ones with
red flowers on the outside.

Back up on the boat, we continued sailing north, or at least what
passed for north to our youthful, oblivious thinking. We waved at people
on the larger boats we passed but instead of waving back, they kept shout-
ingatus.

“Matt, why aren’t they waving back? Can you hear what they're say-
ing?”

“Oh shit,” he said.

“What?”

“Look behind us. Can you see the harbor?”

I squinted in the sun. No sunglasses, and no sunscreen either. This
was a time when everyone tried to develop the darkest tan possible. Lots
of girls I knew used Johnson’s Baby Oil or even Crisco to achieve the
“baked” look. We sometimes applied Coppertone 2 or 4 or, if we wanted
to be serious, 8; the first SPF 15 suntan lotion wouldn’t make its way onto
the market until 1986. As I looked out now; the coast was one long stretch
of trees. I could see a few openings, but there was no way to tell which was
ours or how far we had drifted east or west.

As we both scanned the coast to our south with increasing unease,
we heard aloud honk. A huge motorboat was almost upon us. They didn't
seem to be able to turn because they were already too close.

Matt and I frantically tried to get farther away. We had some wind but
not enough to get us out of the boat’s path. We grabbed the paddles and
tried to get our Sunfish to move faster. We must have looked ridiculous
to the passengers on the larger boat. They got close: not close enough to
hit us but close enough to capsize us again. This time, we had a great deal
more trouble righting our Sunfish. The heat and the fatigue were starting
to slowus down. I knew what to do now to get out from under the boat, but
it wasn't easy. After along while, we were seated in the boat once more.

“That is starting to get old,” said Matt, trying to make a joke out of it
but knowing it wasn't landing;

“Oh my God,” I said quietly, watching our life jackets drift off, too far
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away and mo»ing too fast for us to have any hope ofrelrieving them.

“Maybe it's time to give up on Connectlcut Matt said, also quietly,
which is how I knew he was scared too.

We appeared to be about halfway across the Sound, and it had taken
us almost all day to get there. We could; just barely make out the shorelines
in either direction. The sun was starting to hang Tower in the sky, and now
we had no life jackets. No flares or hghts of any kind on the boat either. If
we were still out on the water when it got dark, the next blg boatwould not
be able to see us until it was too late. The edges of myvision started to blur,
and my breath became labored.

“What's your favorite Beatles song?” Matt asked, startling me back
into the moment. He was half standing, preparing the triangular sail to
come about so we could try to reverse course.

“Matt, seriously? What if we can't—"

“We'll make it back,” he interrupted, and something in his tone was
altogether new and different. He sounded like a man, like my dad or one
of my teachers. Not at all like a scared teenager on an ill- eqmpped boat far
from the safety of the shore. He wouldn’t let anything happen to me, not
on his watch. He cared about me, [ suddenly knew.

I bit mylip, willing the tears away before Matt could see them. “Straw-
berry Fields Forever. What's yours?”

“The White Album.”

“You said favorite song. No fair choosing a whole album.”

“The White Album is a complete work of art. Totally organic from
start to finish. Conceived as a single piece of music. That's the genius of it.”

“OK, what about Sgt. Pepper’s Lonely Hearts Club Band? The album,
not the song, duh.”

“Please,” he scoffed. “Close only counts in horseshoes and hand gre-
nades, like my dad always says.”

“Canwe do Billy Joel now?” This one I could win.

“Please,” he scoffed again, facing away from me while he messed with
the sail. “I know you love him, but how can you compare Glass Houses
to—"

Seeing my face as he turned, he stopped. Carefully, he inched a little
closer to me and put an awkward arm around my shoulder. “We're going
to be fine. I promise.”

“How do you know?” I whispered.

“Because this is not how the story ends for either one of us. You have
to trust me on that. I'm a damn fine writer.”

“Yes, you are. My dad loves you,” punched him on the arm.

“He soy-tan-ly rdoes,” said Matt, flicking an imaginary cigar like a teen-
aged Groucho Marx ‘Now help me balance the boat. Go back to your end
and try not to fall in.”

Slowly we sailed and paddled our way back across the Sound. The
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sunlight faded and then disappeared. Since cell phones didn’t exist back
then, we had no idea what time it was, nor did we have any way to call any-
one to tell them where we were. We seemed to be the onl\ fools still out
on the water, which was fortunate for us. The few boats we passed were
able to see us in plenty of time because there wasn't much other traffic. We
would learn later it was because it was almost eleven.

Aswe neared the shore, we found our harbor easily. We hadn’t drifted
that far after all. The Yacht Club came into our sight hne as did the row of
houses across the street from which, a month later, we would watch that
year’s Fourth of July fireworks.

“Are you sure you're ready to go in?” said Matt, gesturing to the small
crowd on the beach. Police hghts circled the parking lot, illuminatin
several officers speaking with the unmistakable outlines of all four of our
parents on the sand near our abandoned things.

We edged back up to the sand and slowly stepped out of the Sunfish.
The officers approached to ask us a few questlon% mostly to ascertain
whatwe could possibly have been thinking to try somethlng so ill-advised.
Sunburned and dehydrated, we would have been taken to the hospital for
observation in toda\ s world, but on that night, the police just released us
to our parents. As I'went over to our car, I saw Matt kick the sand. He didn’t
look up, but I saw the tiny smile he tried to suppress, dimples shining in
the cruiser’s revolving lights.

I fully expected to get reamed by my parents, but it was a quiet, tense
ride home. After we entered our fox ‘er, thex both hugged me, maybe a lit-
tle longer than usual, and told me to it the ha\ We never spoke of it again.
I think they knew I would never repeat that partlcular mistake, and we all
understood that it could have ended very differently.

This is the part of the story that should end in “and that's howwe first
met,” followed by decades of happv marriage or atleastatorrid high school
romance. But the tug of intimacy we had that day on the water never de-
veloped into anything else. We went sailing again after that, of course, and
we remained friends, but we never let ourselves revisit the bond we ten-
tatively forged that day. Maybe we weren't ready to learn the lesson we all
face, that someday we are in fact going to die, but it just wasn't that day.

My brilliant writer friend Matt went on to attend an Ivy League
school after graduation, I left for a good, safe liberal arts eo]lege and we
lost touch for good Matts bipolar disorder eventually led to him leaving
school for a series of ephemeral jobs. Much later, I heard from our other
friends that he had stabilized on his medications and was ser\mg as a
mentor to young writers when he was killed during an altercation in the
cityon September 1,1994. He was just twenty-eight years old. He had tried
to intervene in a fight between a friend and her boyfriend. The boyfriend
stabbed him just to scare him away, but he caught the femoral artery, and
Matt bled out before they could get help. I wasn't surprised to hear that
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he'd been protecting another young woman, not his girlfriend but just a
close friend. I knew firsthand the lengths to which Matt would go to keep a
friend safe. Our friend group was devastated by the news. Just a few years
ago, we all heard about two high school bow from Florida who did not
survive their ill-advised boating trip, whichled us all to recount each of
our own adventures in sailing with Matt and to wonder how we survived
our teen years in the '8os.

As for me, I became a music professor and then also a writer, always
knowingin the back of my mind that Iwould never be as good as Matt was.
And T know that T wouldn’t be here to write anything if he hadn’t gotten
us back home safely on that beautiful summer day over forty years ago. &
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