THE GIFT : A Christmas Story
 A Story Inspired by True Events
 By Captain Joel S. Fogel   
 They called it the "rickety bridge". It was a span of wood and pilings, built in the 1920's, which stretched a quarter-mile across a piece of water known as Broad Thorofare. I must have driven over that bridge thousands of times, traveling from my home on the bay in Somers Point to the beach in Longport by the time I was 42 years old.
 Everytime I crossed it, it gave me the chills. There was this combination of the clacking sounds made by the cars as they rattled over the wooden planks and the appearance of the rotting timbers which lined the bridge, looking like they were about to fall into the water.
 People had died on that bridge. There was the old woman from Margate whose car stalled on the bridge which caught fire and she was burned to death, trapped inside. There was the young widow whose grief over the loss of her husband, drove her through the railings, committing suicide. And then there was the beloved Dr. Timberlake, who rushing to the side of a patient one cold rainy night, lost control of his car and plunged into eternity.
It was nearly 20 years ago, Christmas Eve 1986, the night that I had my incident on the old bridge. Hemingway once said that life was like a trip through the mountains: with time it was like standing from a distance, a person could see the peaks and know all the truly great moments of his or her life.
Time fades the details...they blend. I remember having just returned from an expedition in the Amazon for the Explorers Club  that Fall which had gone badly. My 17-year-old marriage was rocky from too much time away from home. My daughters were becoming young women and my son, William, had just received his driver's license. He was anxious to drive.
 My Father (my son's namesake)  had  been a widower for some time and he was lonely. So, we were on our way to pick him up from his home in Margate on the Parkway. We were taking him to a friend's house for a Christmas Eve Party. It was about 8:45 PM.
 The rain was falling hard out of the northeast and beginning to freeze. A frigid wind was raking the bridge with strong gusts. The headlights of my sportscar revealed whitecaps foaming across the cold surface of the bay. The black ice, without our knowing, was beginning to form on the wooden surface of the bridge.
 I have a nightmare about being trapped in a car which has gone off a  bridge. In my dream, I see the car skid out of control, hydroplaining across the surface of the bridge before crashing through the guard rail and falling into forty feet of ice water. I am trapped in the car and the water is rising rapidly around my neck as I force my head into an air pocket...then I wake up.
 That night, before my eyes, the horror unfolded. But it wasn't me who was going out of control. It was a brown Chevette that was careening towards me, spinning helplessly on the wet, frozen wood before hitting a rail on one side of the bridge and crashing through the rail on the opposite side, plunging into the ice water.
 There was the sound of splintering wood, then silence as I brought my car to a halt next to the gaping hole in the side of the bridge. The wind and snow had muffled the sounds of the crash but in the distance you could faintly hear a person's voice...crying.
 My son, William, had been listening to music on a headset and ironically, glancing out the window towards Ocean City when the accident occurred. He saw nothing and was shocked to see me jump out of our car and pop open the trunk.
 "Dad," he shouted, as I pulled a piece of mountain climbing rope out of the car. "What are you doing ?"
 "Someone has crashed into the bay," I yelled over the roaring wind gusts. " Drive to the bridge tender's shack and tell him to call the police...hurry !"
From my years of experience as a lifeguard on the beach patrol, I knew that we had only moments to effect a rescue in water this cold. I later learned from a police officer that the water temperature that night was 44 degrees farenheit.
 In the distance, above the icy wind that whipped across the frozen bridge surface, I could barely hear a voice faintly crying:
 "Help me ! Don't let me die....please, don't let me die."
 A car was approaching in the opposite lane, from the East, heading towards Somers Point. I yelled at the driver to stop. He must have seen that something was wrong because he stopped immediately and jumped from the car.
 "I saw them go over," he said, pointing in the direction of the car that was beginning to sink. "Quick," he said. " Timmy," he hollered to a smaller man who got out of the other side of the car. "Let's get down to the barge which is next to the bridge."
 
The new Dolores Cooper Bridge (named after the assembly woman who sponsored it's constuction) was being built to replace the rickety bridge. A barge floated  beside the old bridge.
We all clamored down a makeshift ladder onto the barge. 
 The team could not have been better, as I later learned. The big guy first out of the car was none other than the Captain of the Longport Beach Patrol, Lefty Devers. He was followed by Timothy Kunik, a veteran lifeguard of many years (who turned out to be a distant cousin on my Mother's side), my son who was young and strong and myself, a former lifeguard with the Margate City Beach Patrol. 
 We had all been trained for this kind of task with the help of the "lucky" rope.
 Lefty spotted the head of the person in the water. They had managed to get out of the car and swim towards the barge as the car sank. But the cold water was taking it's toll and the person was finding it harder and harder to swim against the current as their muscles tightened.
 The person was wearing a think woolen coat which was pulling them underwater.
 "I'm gonna die...please don't let me die !" 
 I remember spewing obsenities and saying something like..."no one's dying here tonight." Thinking back now, I was probably trying to convince myself more than reassure the other person. Whatever it was, it worked.
 Lefty looked at me. "Someone has to go in," he said. "Here, wrap that rope around my waist. You, Tim and Bill hold on to it. Pull me back after I grab the person. He's gonna go under if we don't get out to em."
 Lefty slipped into the ice water. While Tim stood on a tire tied to the barge, Bill and I secured the rope and prepared to haul it in. Lefty swam out to the person who was now exhausted and barely moving in the water.
 "OK," he shouted. "Pull us in...I can't move." 
We all yanked on the rope and after a few tense minutes, we managed to get Lefty and the victim near the barge where Tim, Bill and I helped to pull them aboard.And then all hell broke loose: police sirens, Coast Guard cutters, and an ambulance appeared. Within seconds we were pulled onto the bridge and rushed to the Shore Memorial Hospital.
 
The rest was a blur. 
 Around midnight, a young woman was crying softly in a bed inside the hospital room. My wife, Coty, my seven-year-old daughter, Anna and her older sister, Ellen, stood beside me as we watched her shake, recovering from hypothermia.
 The young woman in the bed beside me was Kathy Steel, the person we had saved. With the blood from her broken nose and her short hair, I couldn't tell that she was a woman at the time of the rescue.
 "I'm sorry I cursed at you," I said, apologetically. She continued to cry. 
 "Why are you crying ?"  I asked.  " We've been saved !"
 " You don't understand, " she replied, sniffling. "When I hit that railing and whiplashed, breaking my nose on the steering wheel, I was wearing thick bifocal glasses."
 "No, no Kathy," I said, chuckling. "You're not gonna get me to go down into that water again, looking for your glasses !"
 With tears streaming down her cheeks, she replied, " When I was being pulled into the barge....I knew that we would be O.K."
 "Well, hell girl, why didn't you tell us that," I joked.
 "No, you still don't understand.... I knew we would be O.K. because I saw a light around the top of your heads...a halo."
 Suddenly, I heard my daughter, Anna, whisper to her mother, poking her in the ribs:
"Hey Mom...did you hear that ? Dad's a saint !"
 "Oh no, my dear," my wife replied with a large smile on her face.  " He may be a lifeguard and a rescuer...but a saint he is not."
 I looked into my wife's big beautiful brown eyes and I knew at that moment that things were going to get better.
I also knew that what I did that night was not done alone. Of course, there were the "Three Wise Men" as I came to call Lefty, Tim and Bill. But there was another force there that night as well that gave us the wisdom, strength and will to survive.
 
You can call it whatever you want...God is the word I like to use to describe the force that brought us all together that cold Christmas eve.
The Chinese say that if you save someone, you are responsible for them for the rest of your life. I can understand that. What completely blows me away is the rest of what happened after the rescue. For following the first gift of life, each of us recieved spiritual, material and psychic gifts that changed our lives forever.
 I think I can best sum up what happened with the letter that Kathy sent me some years after the rescue, describing some of the things that had happened to her. She said:
 "Dear Joel,
 How can I ever thank you and the others for coming to my rescue that cold Christmas eve ? I suppose that the best one can do is to live the life that we truly want after nearly losing the life that we had been given.
 And in that regard, I have left my work as a cook at Harry's Inn (now known as the Somers Point Inn), for work as a writer of children's books. I am also working as a singer and a stage actress...something I always wanted to do.
 I don't know where it will lead but when I think that it all could have ended that frigid night many years ago...it is all a gift. Thank you.
 Kathy"
 She was right. It was all a gift. And once you're learned to understand that and be thankful for everything you have, you are on the right track. 
 Within the year, commendations from the White House arrived for all the rescuers from President Reagan.
Lefty retired as Captain for LPBP and coach for the local elementary school. Timmy got married and settled down with his family. My son, Bill, went on to college, work and adventures around the world.
 As for me...well, God has been good. My wife survived bone cancer. I survived the dangers of an exploration down the Yangtze River where three other men drowned. Kathy's acting career inspired my own dreams of Hollywood and I went on to become a Screen Actors Guild actor with roles in more than 15 major films and national TV commercials. 
 
Todate, my adventurous life is reminisant of the main character in the film, "BIG FISH"...you know the movie about the man whose life was so fantastic his own friends and family wouldn't believe his stories until the day he died and that delicate line between truth and fiction came together.
 A few weeks ago, I saw Kathy again in a production of "Agnes of God". She was so professional and powerful as the psychiatrist who interviewed the unfortunate Nun Agnes. In a way, I felt like a proud Father watching his daughter achieve her dreams.
 But, you know it's funny, ironically, saving Kathy Steel gave me a second chance.
 Her gift to me was remembering the need to live a passionate life. Thanks, Kathy.
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