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  When you die, not all of you will die, because the printed words I leave behind constitute a kind of immortality. The desire for immortality explains all the extraordinary achievements, good and bad.

  —Martin Amis on Christopher Hitchens


  CHAPTER 1

  • • •

  The View from Sixty

  A man is not old until regrets take the place of dreams.

  —John Barrymore

  I’M AFRAID TO LOOK DIRECTLY at the mast—not for the fear of the sixty-two-mile-per-hour winds that are ravishing my boat, and not because there’s anything wrong with the mast itself, as far as I know. I don’t want to look at it for the same reason a little boy averts his gaze when he has to walk past a cemetery: I’m afraid I’ll see a ghost. The last time I looked, a minute ago, there was an old woman sitting there with her back against the mast, smoking a pipe and gazing at me with an unsettling detachment. I have not eaten nor slept in three days, forced to this by a raging storm in the northern Tasman Sea, set to be a slave to the helm. To relinquish control of the boat for even a minute in conditions such as these will mean my death, and I did not come out here seeking death.

  I can’t help it. I look at the base of the mast, and there she is: wrinkled face, clay pipe—what is she, a Quechua woman from Peru? When I look directly into her eyes, she seems friendly enough, and I feel a little foolish for being afraid. Maybe she’s here to help me. “Please,” I say, “take the helm, just for a little while.” She stares at me for a moment as if she doesn’t understand. Then she throws her head back and laughs, and then fades away.

  Heartbroken, I turn away, just in time to see the lights of a massive freighter bearing down on me. In a panic, I yank the wheel around to avoid a collision, look over my shoulder where the ship was, and see nothing but the empty gray sea, boiling and folding over itself in infinity.

  “Oh, shit, Cos,” I say to myself, “this trip has, quite literally, driven you crazy.”

  • • •

  It all started with a birthday, as these things sometimes will. Some of us happen to hit a birthday marking an age ending in zero, and suddenly, no matter our record of achievement in the decades previous, we discover that we have much more still to prove to the world (by which, of course, I mean prove to ourselves). It gives me no great pride to report that my seafaring adventure was born from a classic three-quarter-life crisis.

  I should have been perfectly content with what I had accomplished in life, and in fact, I thought that I was. I had a beautiful family, a successful career, and a lovely home with never-ending views of the Pacific Ocean. I had worked hard my whole life, always holding down two or more jobs at one time. Growing up in Michigan, I had watched my parents toil for thirty-five dreary years at the local Ford Motor Company factory—so I knew what drudgery was, and I was determined not to let it creep into my life. I didn’t mind working hard, which my folks had certainly instilled in me, but I sought fulfillment, not just security. Standing on the manicured lawn of my Southern California home, hitting golf balls into Bluebird Canyon–my canyon, I felt that I had arrived.

  Then came my sixtieth birthday. The funny thing was, birthdays number forty and fifty had barely registered with me. Sure, they hadn’t been causes for ecstasy the way birthdays are when you’re a kid (Whoopee! One year closer to death!), but I had taken them in stride. Sixty was completely different.

  In the days leading up to the milestone birthday, I was actually looking forward to getting to share this event with my loved ones. Sally, my fiancée of five years, had put together a party sure to be filled with laughter and joy. All four of my daughters, Kelly, Kerry, Kasey, and Katie, joined us with my eight grandchildren, four boys and four girls. Kelly and Kasey traveled from their homes in Colorado, and Kerry and Katie drove up the I-5 freeway from San Diego. A few of my closest friends also joined in the celebration.

  As the party was getting under way, I stood and gazed appreciatively on the scene. Our wonderful Golden Retriever, Sedona, was milling about the backyard, sniffing curiously at the tables decked out with white tablecloths, fancy napkins, and party hats. There were colorful clusters of balloons floating above the tables, many of them with references to the over-the-hill gang. Behind the balloons, like a friendly old giant, lolled the great Pacific Ocean, from Dana Point to the Palos Verdes peninsula. A caterer was serving appetizers and a smartly dressed bartender stood ready to supply us with drinks. I was pleased to note that he was armed with a large bottle of Malibu Rum, which is my all-time favorite. All the rituals that mark a major milestone were in place.

  Things proceeded nicely up until one single moment that is burned into my memory.

  
    The moment that changed everything.

    The moment that nearly ended my relationship.

    The moment that nearly depleted my life savings.

    The moment that would later have me peering through a howling storm at the ghost of an old woman sitting against the mast of my sailboat.

  

  I had grabbed my youngest grandson, two-year-old Alexander, and pulled him up on my knee. “Let’s open some presents, kid.” Alex ripped into the wrapping paper with obvious delight, thrilled at the opportunity to shed the pristine bows and claim the center of attention. The first gift he opened was a dozen Titleist golf balls.

  Without much forethought, I said, “Alexander, when you turn twenty, we’re going to play a lot of golf together!”

  And that was when Old Age first came into my life. It really was a presence I could feel, just as if the sneaky ugly bastard had crept across the lawn, laid his heavy cloak over my shoulders and hissed in my ear, “When Alexander is twenty, you will be eighty-two years old!”

  Eighty-two years old. Jesus Christ. This lovely party had abruptly lost its glitter. It was hard for me to keep up with the conversations going on around me, as my internal dialogue became the only thing I could hear.

  There’s decidedly more sand at the bottom of the hourglass than there is at the top. Twenty years will go by in a twinkling. Time speeds up when you’re old.

  Visions came to me, none of them flattering: juice-stained shirts, an old fart staggering behind a walker, a helpless codger in a wheelchair, an ancient fool bending toward the utterances of the young with his predictable, “Ehh? What’s that you say, sonnyboy?”

  And golf? Hoo, boy. Playing golf at eighty is not an attractive picture. I had played with some octogenarians before, so I was familiar with how that goes. Here’s a bit of science for you: men in their eighties are weak and slow. On one occasion, after I’d hit my drive 270 yards straight down the middle of the fairway, one of my older playing partners had squinted after the ball, waved his hand dismissively and said, “Hell, I don’t take vacations that long.” I wanted to tell Alex that we might not be playing much golf together when he was twenty after all. Maybe I wouldn’t be able to climb out of my wheelchair. Shoot, I might not even remember his name.

  I moved through the rest of my birthday celebration in a fog, clammy hands fumbling with the presents, dry mouth barely able to swallow cake, thanking everyone with overly loud parting remarks and gestures as though we were speaking through a layer of Plexiglas. Mind spinning, heart thumping, breath short . . . was this a panic attack?

  Hell yes, it was—I ought to know. I have a Master’s Degree in psychology. Not that the degree gave me any great insight into my own psyche, nor did it do anything to mitigate what I was feeling. What a wonderful surprise present to myself: my very first panic attack. I had never experienced anything like this before.

  “You’re okay. You’re okay,” I kept repeating to myself, then listed:

  Excellent health

  Beautiful fiancée

  Happy and healthy children and grandchildren

  Successful career

  Every time I checked off another positive aspect of my life (nice golf game, lovely house), it instantly began to diminish and then disintegrate. It was all on the wane, winding down, utterly out of my control.

  The awful thoughts continued long after the guests had gone home and the tables had been taken down. Sixty was hitting me hard. It was traumatic, much different from my previous birthdays. At forty and fifty, I had taken cold assessment of how much time I had left to live. But at sixty, it dawned on me for the first time that longevity wasn’t so much a concern as the quality of life I would be experiencing in the years to come. The picture of myself doddering in a wheelchair with oatmeal dripping off my chin scared the hell out of me. Over and over in my head, I heard:

  “Boy, you only have fifteen, maybe twenty years left . . . what do you want to do with the rest of your life?”

  I tried to reason with myself. Everyone hits sixty at some point, if they’re lucky!

  Join the crowd.

  Get in line.

  Now it was my turn. So, suck it up. But what did that even mean? Go quietly off to the shuffleboard court with no complaining? There was no way I was going to let that happen . . . What I needed now was a new goal; a dream that would allow me to get the most out of my remaining vim and vigor. I needed a challenge and an accomplishment, something that would test me both physically and mentally. Without a big one, I feared that I would sink into the grips of depression.

  In the following weeks, I was consumed by my search for a new mission. I lay awake at night, racking my brain, frequently being interrupted by a voice yelling at me, “You’re quickly running out of time, boy! What do you want to do with the rest of your life?”

  My first few ideas were lamely predictable: buy a bigger house, buy a flashy new car, buy another Harley. The only problem was that all these were just supporting a more passive lifestyle; sitting in my bigger house, in my fancier car, or on my second Harley. This wouldn’t get me anywhere, except fatter, slower, more unsteady, and, unfortunately, more prepared for that final sitting-place . . . the wheelchair.

  It was pretty astonishing how all of my accomplishments up to that point could so thoroughly shed their significance. Hey, I was the first in my family ever to graduate from college! Whoopty-doo. Went to graduate school, raised four daughters, and built my own business from nothing. Yeah? And . . . ? In my tortured state, all that striving in my thirties, forties, and fifties amounted to a hill of beans. The view from sixty required a total overhaul.

  I then recalled that I had gone through a mild mid-life crisis in my forties. So mild I had all but forgotten it. It was nothing compared to what I was experiencing now, but I had, for a time, felt slightly adrift. At the time, I had taken great comfort in Gail Sheehy’s groundbreaking book, Understanding Men’s Passages, and found it to be a source of wisdom and good counsel. Now I rushed to the closest bookstore and was excited to see that Sheehy had written a sequel, called New Passages. Hoping she might have a few more tricks for this old dog, I yanked it off the shelf, found a comfortable chair, and quickly scanned through the table of contents.

  Each chapter was dedicated to another decade of life, and Sheehy had used catchy, descriptive titles, like, “Tryout Twenties,” “Turbulent Thirties,” and so on. I almost fell out of my chair when I saw that the chapter that pertained to me, which was titled “Serene Sixties,” no less, was the next-to-last chapter in the book! Another stark reminder of the approaching end.

  Just the fact that Sheehy hadn’t bothered to write about the eighties, or perhaps that she simply couldn’t come up with a snappy phrase for them, basically said it all.

  The “Easy Eighties?” I think not.

  How about the “Aching Eighties.”

  The “Ehh, Sonnyboy Eighties.”

  The “Amen-It’s-Over Eighties.”

  Have to write those down and send them to Sheehy for her inevitable sequel, The Final Passage.

  I bought the damn book anyway and started taking notes:

  •I am now up against a more insidious enemy than any I have ever faced: the incipient depression of aging. I will experience an exciting new barrage of confusing physical symptoms to which I will become increasingly susceptible.

  •I may slip from benign stagnation into depression; slip further into isolation; dig myself into a tunnel of despair.

  •Brain cells don’t die off; rather, they shrink or grow dormant in old age, particularly from lack of stimulation and challenge.

  •It becomes more difficult to lie to yourself as you get older, the late afternoon of life.

  Looking over my notes now, it’s obvious that I wasn’t planning to go out quietly. I was determined to make my sixties the most rewarding decade of my life. Forget serene, I wanted spectacular. For the last thirty years, my identity had been wrapped up almost entirely in my four daughters and my work.

  Now it was my turn.

  I no longer needed to perform for others; I would answer only to myself. My new mantra would be, “Think young, stay young.” If you’re not busy living, you’re busy dying. Go out and live your dream.

  Ah, but what dream? Every day, I was hounded by the very question I had asked my dear girls, lo, those many years ago: “What do you want to be when you grow up?” I couldn’t happily blurt out, “Firefighter! Teacher! Veterinarian!” as they had done. I became consumed with the question, “If you could do anything, anything at all, what would it be?” Whatever it was, it had to constitute an impressive legacy for my children and grandchildren to look proudly upon. Something grand, I told myself.

  I decided to do some on-paper brainstorming. Unwilling to accept age limitations as a factor, and hell-bent on including all possibilities, for fear of overlooking the truly thrilling ones, I allowed my thoughts to run wild. Here’s a partial list, starting with the most egregious long shots and slowly working toward the most practical:

  
    Okay, so I’ll admit it: I had always hoped to play football for the Detroit Lions.

    Not gonna happen (Sixty-Year-Old So-So Athlete Tops NFL Draft Pick, film at 11:00). But it flitted onto the list for a nanosecond, glimmered there bravely, and then died away like the sorry thing it was.

    Take acting classes in Hollywood and become an actor.

    In fact, I had done a bit of modeling and acting for a few years now, so this one wasn’t terribly far-fetched. Only thing was my fantasy wasn’t about playing the granddad in a TV commercial for Cheerios; it involved my standing on stage holding a golden statuette. Not bloody likely. . . .

    Improve my golf game and join the PGA senior tour.

    Yeah, this one was kind of like acting. I had a little talent, but did I have that much talent?

    Move to Hawaii, buy a small farm, and raise exotic tropical flowers.

    Sure, never mind that I didn’t even like to do my own yard work or that living in Hawaii would mean even greater separation from my family. . . .

    Go back to school and finish my Ph.D.

    For what? So I could wear it after my name like a medal?

    Learn a foreign language.

    Certainly a commendable aspiration. But I pictured Alex saying to one of his friends after I was gone, “My grandfather was a remarkable achiever. At the age of sixty—sixty, I tell you—he . . . learned a little French.”

  

  This most certainly wasn’t easy. Whatever I was seeking had to be big enough to challenge my very identity as a human being. Some of these dreams were too big . . . some were too small. Like Goldilocks before me, I needed to come up with one that was just right.

  I was rather surprised when Sally informed me that this dilemma I was dealing with—onset of the Serene Sixties—is not unique to men. “Think about it,” she said. “You feel like you’ve devoted so much of yourself to career and family? What sixty-year-old woman do you know who hasn’t done that? We all question the sacrifices we’ve made and wonder whether it’s all been worth it. We all look at the time we have left and ask ourselves what’s still possible.” It was comforting to hear that she understood where I was coming from . . . and yet, something about the three-quarter-life crisis makes a body feel very, very alone in its anguish.

  • • •

  One evening, Sally and I were driving along the Pacific Coast Highway on our way home to Laguna Beach after having dinner in Corona del Mar. We stopped at Crystal Cove State Park to watch the sun set on the ocean. As we walked along the beach, holding hands and gazing at the radiant orange ball of fire slowly slipping into the water, I was struck with an epiphany. Sail around the world. We will sail around the world!

  I stopped in my tracks, overcome with a childlike rush of enthusiasm. “I’ve got it. I have the answer,” I blurted out, reaching for Sally’s hands. “We’ll sail around the world, honey!”

  Sally looked searchingly into my eyes for a moment, and then burst out laughing. “Are you crazy? We’re certainly not going to sail around the world. You know I get seasick. What would we do with Sedona? Besides, it’s much too dangerous. We could die out there!”

  Duly noted.

  She had raised some excellent points. A slight change in wording was required.

  I will sail around the world!

  Truth be told, our relationship of seven years had reached a tenuous state. Things were shaky at best. We were growing apart and not doing anything to help put the love back into our lives. I knew we were in trouble when one night she said, “You don’t look at me anymore when we kiss.” Uh-oh.

  Sally would be my fifth marriage. My first wife was my college sweetheart. She was eighteen years old and I was twenty-two when we found out that she was pregnant! “Oh, my God! How did this happen?” Well, it happened in the front seat of my 1956 Ford convertible. I remember it like it was yesterday. It was the first and only time we “did it” . . . in that car, anyway.

  I was on a full-ride football scholarship, just finishing my second year at Trinidad State College, a small two-year school in Colorado. In 1962, if a girl got pregnant out of wedlock, it was still considered an almighty scandalous affair. Oh, and have I mentioned that her father was the school’s president? Well we decided not to tell anyone that she was “PG.” We were married in the living room of the president’s home. Looking back now as the father of four daughters, I see how lucky I was that her old man didn’t shoot me right there in his house. I was just another smart-ass football player and she was his baby.

  The marriage lasted eighteen years and we had four beautiful daughters.

  My next three marriages were all short, lasting a combined total of four years. I found it easy to fall in love, but nearly impossible to stay that way. For the next eight years, I subscribed to a rigorous program of “love ’em and leave ’em.” Once the laughter stopped, I was gone in a flash.

  Then Sally came into my life. I was instantly struck by her beauty: shoulder-length blonde hair, deep blue eyes, and a smile that could melt the hardest of hearts. I thought I was looking at Christie Brinkley or Cheryl Tiegs.

  Sally had one son, Jeff, a college student at the time we met. Her husband of twenty-three years had died tragically in a single-car accident one year earlier. She was having a difficult time dealing with the sudden death of her high school sweetheart; when she confided in me that she had contemplated ending her own life, I was deeply shocked and dismayed. My heart hurt for her. She needed some help to work through her crisis, and with my past experience as a psychologist, I felt I might be able to provide some friendly—though unofficial—counseling.

  Over the next few months, what had begun as a purely platonic friendship gradually slipped into romance. I was falling in love with this beautiful woman. It wasn’t just her stunning good looks that drew me in, but rather a magnificence that was not visible to the naked eye. It was the depth of her character, her inner beauty that captured my respect and affection.

  After a year of dating, we took what seemed to us to be the next logical step in our relationship: we bought a puppy together. He was a fine-looking Golden Retriever, and we named him Sedona after the town in Arizona, known famously as a place of spiritual healing. The next step was to move in together, and we bought a new home in Newport Beach.

  After we had been living together for two years, we took a vacation in Yosemite National Park. One afternoon, we took a long hike culminating in a magnificent view of El Capitan. As Sally was gazing out at the remarkable edifice, I dropped to one knee, took her hand, and said, “I’m the happiest man alive. Would you make me even happier and be my wife?”

  With tears in her eyes, she accepted.

  Hiking back to the cabin, I asked her if she would like to pick the month for the wedding. “Sure,” she said.

  “And would you mind too much if I were to pick the year?”

  She looked at me with a deep sense of uncertainty, then she started to laugh, and said, “Sure, that will be fine, but don’t think for one moment about getting out of this commitment.”

  So I did—and it only took me ten years.

  In 1998, we bought an older home in Laguna Beach that sat above Bluebird Canyon. We were enthralled with the beauty of the place, particularly the broad vista over the Pacific Ocean. But as we would soon come to understand, we hadn’t simply purchased a house; we’d bought a home with a great view, but in dire need of a total remodeling job.

  We plunged into a massive renovation. As anyone who has experienced remodeling an older home can tell you, it puts a tremendous strain on any relationship, and Sally and I were no exception. It was the classic fixer-upper nightmare: the project took twice as long as anticipated and cost twice as much as we had planned. The stress of it all was absolutely tearing us apart.

  Instead of enjoying an evening glass of wine on the patio as we had once been accustomed to doing, we would stand and argue about bathroom tile or crown molding. One of us always thought the other was being too extravagant, too stingy, too lackadaisical, or too driven. Meanwhile, behind us, the ocean view that had once taken away our breath away just hung there dully, like cheap wallpaper. The laughter stopped, which, as you’ll recall, had always been my cue to get out of Dodge. Even our physical desire for each other had waned; where before I had felt euphoria in her embrace, now there was a bland ambivalence. I had lost that “want to reach out and touch her” feeling.

  Then, as life would have it, on top of the remodeling project and the souring of our relationship came my personal crisis of turning sixty. I desperately needed a change of scenery, but could our relationship survive my absence? As soon as I had dreamed up the adventure of sailing around the world, I became so obsessed with its details that it was as if my absence had already begun. By making the choice to pursue the dream that I believed would preserve my sanity, I was putting our relationship in grave jeopardy. I knew it, and Sally knew it.

  It would have been so much simpler if she had just agreed to go with me. What could have been better for our love than heading out to sea together? I pictured us poring over charts, enjoying morning coffee on deck while dolphins cavorted off the beam. But the reality was that she would have been an unwilling companion, barfing over the transom half the time and, no doubt, hating me for putting her through it all. The only way she would ever venture offshore was if I had a 200-foot mega-yacht with a crew of twenty, and even then, I’d have to do something about her seasickness.

  Can your heart tell you one thing if your gut tells you something else? I had had enough of failed relationships and was committed to working things out with Sally. And yet, something told me that I could go out into the world like Ulysses, do my voyaging, come home, and patch things up with my Penelope . . . and, in the end, be a better person for it.

  I had found my dream of a lifetime and was making up my mind to fulfill it, with or without Sally.

  One night in early April I got up out of bed and walked down into the backyard. Before me sprawled the Pacific, stretching to the other side of the world, teeming with adventure and challenge. I stood there letting all my conflicting feelings wash over me. Then I took a deep breath, and said out loud: “I will sail around the world!”

  The dream was on.


  CHAPTER 2

  • • •

  Three Good Reasons to Just Say No

  What lies behind us and what lies before us are tiny matters compared to what lies within us.

  —Ralph Waldo Emerson

  1. “But you’ve never sailed past Catalina Island,” Sally said.

  That was an excellent point. My longest sail offshore was just twenty-six miles over to the island. Run a marathon and you’ve covered more mileage than I’d ever managed in a boat. I had, of course, spent years sailing up and down the coast. Up to Santa Barbara, Long Beach down to Dana Point, I had even harbor-hopped down to San Diego; but bluewater sailing—leaving land far behind and striking out for a different continent—is another animal altogether. I didn’t need Sally to remind me of my inexperience, as there was already a voice in my head, plenty loud, saying at regular intervals, “Boy, have you lost it? You have never sailed out of sight of land. How do you think you’re going to sail around the world?”

  Something grand, I answered. Something grand.

  • • •

  When I was a young man, sailboats never interested me. I liked my watercraft loud, fast, and galloping with horsepower. For a brief period in my—prime—Tryout Twenties, I made my living as a professional water-skier, performing in four shows a day, six days a week. Private yachts would anchor nearby to watch the show, and occasionally, some of the spectators would wave us over to their boats for a drink. My Texas friend world-champion skier Bob Nathey and I would scan the various boats to see which one had the prettiest young women on board. On one particular evening, after our last show of the day, a small group of spectators invited us onto their sailboat.

  This was not your average beater. It was a sleek, 100-foot sloop with a dark blue hull, teak deck, and all the wood trim varnished to a high sheen. The mast loomed like the Chrysler Building, stretching so high you’d strain your neck gazing upward to find its top.

  The owner pushed a Scotch and soda into my hand, asked for autographs, and barraged me with questions. “What’s it like to ski barefoot? Isn’t it dangerous to fly through the air on those kites?” I tried my best to answer his questions, but as we slowly motored out of the harbor into Lake Michigan, I was becoming more and more preoccupied with the boat.

  Two crew members hoisted a mammoth mainsail, then a headsail up the towering mast. As the sails filled with wind, the yacht began to move differently through the water. I had expected moving under sail to feel just like motoring, but it didn’t. Something utterly magical happens when a boat’s sails are trimmed just right in a good wind: the boat heels over onto one side and slices through the water effortlessly, silently. It is the difference between pushing and being pulled. It is as if, unknown to you, the universe around you has always been just slightly out of whack, but now things have clicked into place and are humming along as intended. This sailboat had transported me to another world, where elegance, beauty, and grace replaced noise and speed. That night, under the stars out on Lake Michigan, I began my lifelong love affair with sailing. Well, to be fair, it was more of a love affair with coastal cruising.

  Okay, yes, a love affair with day sailing.

  2. “You learned to sail on lakes. How are you going to handle the open ocean?” my sister asked.

  It’s true that I learned to sail on Lake Lansing; but in my defense, it kicked up some decent breezes from time to time. As a junior at Michigan State University, I signed up for some sailing lessons. Before we were even allowed to step foot on any sailboat, we had to memorize pages and pages of nautical nomenclature and tie six different types of knots. I didn’t give a hoot about the difference between a rudder and a keel, and learning six knots seemed excessive. What’s wrong with one good knot? But it was the only way they’d teach me to sail, so I muddled through.

  At last, one fine Saturday morning, I was given my first real sailing lesson. It was in a twelve-foot, two-person Snipe. The instructor walked me through a dizzying array of details, and I tried to listen, but I figured I really only needed to remember two things: keep wind in the sail and keep your hand on the tiller.

  The next day I went back for my second lesson, but the instructor didn’t show. Perhaps he’d forgotten about me. No matter. I felt sure that I could handle this little rig on my own. I pushed the boat into the water, ran up the sail, and there was really nothing to it. I was sailing all by myself! For the first half hour, the wind was very light and I had no trouble maneuvering the tippy little craft around Lake Lansing. But then as I approached the middle of the lake, the wind picked up and the boat began to behave erratically. The mainsheet—the line (on a sailboat, there are only lines, sheets, and halyards, no ropes) attached to the boom and used to control the mainsail—became taut and mercilessly heavy from the pressure of the wind on the sail. It was getting hard for me to hold on while keeping my other hand on the tiller. The line kept slipping through my fingers, chafing and burning the skin on my hand. I could feel blisters forming, but I hung on. The more pressure I felt on the line, the more I tightened my grip and the harder I pulled back, determined not to let the mainsheet get away. Finally, a bigger gust of wind came along and I hauled on the mainsheet with all my strength. In a split second, the Snipe tipped over and dropped me into the middle of the lake. I bobbed up to survey the damage and realized that I still held the mainsheet clenched firmly in my fist.

  Ah, grasshopper. One cannot change the direction of the wind. But you can trim your damn sails.

  3. “You don’t have anything to prove,” my children said.

  They were wrong about that.

  If you’ve read firsthand accounts of solo sailors who have circumnavigated the globe, it’s impossible not to be deeply impressed by their fortitude, stamina, and determination. My first, and still my favorite, is Joshua Slocum’s Sailing Alone Around the World. Though published in 1899, it remains fascinating to this day, perhaps in part that the author wasn’t aided along by GPS systems, high-tech navigation equipment, weather reports, or a radio. Slocum covered a distance of over 46,000 miles, relying exclusively on his own ingenuity and good common sense.

  Another favorite of mine is Robert N. Manry’s Tinkerbell: The Story of the Smallest Boat Ever to Cross the Atlantic Nonstop. Manry traversed the Atlantic Ocean in a thirteen-foot boat, or “miniature sloop,” as he called it, which is like riding Niagara Falls in a barrel and calling it a rudimentary elevator. It must have been hell of an experience, yet Manry was able to write about the voyage in a way that made it seem romantic. A couple of lines in particular left an everlasting impression on me: “To me, nothing made by man is more beautiful than a sailboat under way in fine weather, and to be on that sailboat is to be as close to heaven as I expect to get. It is unalloyed happiness.”

  While I agreed wholeheartedly with this sentiment, I wasn’t at all sure that I had what it took to accomplish something of that magnitude. My God, I’d been an insurance agent for the past twenty-five years. My two favorite leisure activities were walking the dog and putting golf balls. Was I in denial? Was I really more the type to slip quietly into my Serene Sixties?

  No, no.

  One man’s serenity is another man’s stagnation. The more everyone tried to talk me out of this “crazy” idea, the more I became committed to it. I reverted to my arguments until they were entrenched in my consciousness: I had spent my life fulfilling the constant expectations and demands put upon a husband and father of four, always working hard to earn enough money to support my family. I had spent my whole life building up my career with the hope that I could create a better life for my four daughters than I had growing up, which, as far as I know, is every father’s dream. There’s nothing wrong with that. It’s how things are supposed to work. But after that usually comes freedom.

  I thought a lot about the grandeur of the undertaking. It’s true that something burned within me to make my family proud of the old man, whether they thought I had anything to prove or not. In the history of the world, only about 300 adventurers have ever completed a solo navigation of the globe. I wanted to join the ranks of the extraordinary, and I suppose in retrospect, that had something to do with my less-than-glamorous upbringing.

  When I was a boy in Michigan, my parents both worked full-time jobs and still, they could barely make ends meet. My mother was a secretary at the Ford Motor Company and my father worked on the factory floor. If I wanted a new pair of shoes or a baseball glove, I had to earn the money myself. We weren’t poor, but my upbringing would be considered austere, or thrifty at best.

  During the summer, I would wake up at 6:00 AM, ride my bike three miles to the Washtenaw Country Club, and spend the day caddying for wealthy members. On a good day, I would carry two bags for eighteen holes, earning eight dollars, including tip. After caddying all day, I would ride my bike home and begin my second job, delivering the Ann Arbor News. At dusk, I would pedal home, eat some dinner, climb into bed, and start it all over again the next day. I suppose one of the things that I was looking forward to was touching the shore ground after my circumnavigation, and saying to myself, “you’ve come a long way from Michigan, kid.” I also thought it would set a great example for my kids and grandkids: if I could get this far from my humble upbringing, think how far you can go, considering how much more you’ve been given.

  My parents taught me the value of hard work and I never strayed from it a day in my life. That work ethic was no doubt fueling my desire to fulfill this dream as well. I wasn’t ready to stop working hard yet . . . I had more work to do. But that was only part of it. I knew that sailing around the world, alone, would be a grueling task. It would afford me the opportunity to test myself, rely on myself, and answer to nobody but myself. That was both the best and worst part of it. In family life, we’re constantly sharing, negotiating, compromising; particularly once you have children, your own wants and needs plummet and occasionally fall off the priority list. I don’t begrudge this tendency; it’s the way families generally function. But damn it, I was running out of time.

  It was my turn to live the dream.

  I was awash with enthusiasm and a sense of total freedom. I was ready for an adventure on my own terms. Just thinking about it made me start to feel younger.


  CHAPTER 3

  • • •

  Desperately Seeking Slip Appeal

  Ships are the nearest things to dreams that hands have ever made.

  —Robert N. Rose

  ONCE I’D MADE MY DECISION to sail around the world, the next challenge was obvious: finding the right boat. I had purchased five sailboats before, my very first being a nineteen-foot Lightning class sloop, a family day sailor, used extensively (but exclusively) on Michigan lakes. It was the boat that my daughters grew up sailing on. I currently owned a thirty-foot Catalina sloop, moored in Newport Beach, California. It was perfect for day trips to Catalina Island, but was hardly sufficient for bluewater sailing. Unfortunately, she would have to go. I was lucky to sell her quickly for $24,000 to a person with no three-quarter-life crisis and no quixotic aspiration to sail farther than Catalina Island.

  I spent hours researching boats on the Internet, slowly building up a list of criteria essential to any “offshore” vessel. First and foremost, the boat needed to be stable . . . very stable. Some boats rock and roll more violently than others; some can’t handle dramatic wind gusts and breaking waves; some boats, when they’re knocked down, won’t come back upright. I wanted a smooth ride, a vessel that could take a few on the chin; one that could protect me from my inexperience.

  In Southern California, the market is flooded with light, cheap, and fast sailboats, but these weren’t in any way suitable for a long voyage. Besides, I was totally turned off by these plastic Tupperware-style boats. I wanted something with heft and dignity, worthy of my ambition to establish a lasting legacy. Oh, I wanted her to be swift, but in a let’s-get-the-hell-out-of-this-storm way, not in a showy SoCal hey-babe-check-me-out style.

  And then there was ease of handling, since I anticipated sailing alone much of the time. So the checklist went about like this:

  •Stability

  •Price

  •Speed

  •Ease of handling

  Oh, and one more thing . . .

  I’ll admit that, even at the advanced age of sixty, I needed her to be pretty. It just wasn’t in me to sail around the world with an ugly gal. She had to have “slip appeal.”

  Right away I was faced with a serious case of sticker shock. I gazed longingly at the new boats with all their bells and whistles, and then crashed back down to earth. If I bought a brand-new boat, I’d be making payments on it for the rest of my life. So I switched gears and began the hunt for an older boat in excellent condition. My price range spanned from $50,000 to $75,000.

  And just like that, the thrill was gone. Most of the boats available for $50,000 are—how do I put this nicely—a mess. I started to call them the Dry-Rot Wonders. Everywhere I turned, it seemed like there was a fungus among us. I wasn’t in the market for a fixer-upper, but nothing else was available in my price range. Something had to give, so I upped the ante to $100,000 . . . and then things got interesting.

  When you get right down to it, I was dating a fleet of boats. I would find a good-looking girl online, get all dressed up to meet her, feel the butterflies as I hurried to our rendezvous. But again and again, the entire date would be dominated by her all-too-obvious flaws: dry rot, decay, too large, too small, too old. Suddenly, I’d get that sinking feeling in my gut, make a lame excuse (I’ve got to get up early in the morning . . .), and drag myself back home in a funk. Then I’d get back online in a day or two, check out another really good-looking girl, and get my hopes up all over again. Over the course of six weeks, I had kissed a lot of hulls, but nobody was good enough to bring home to meet the family.

  I was getting so frustrated by not finding the right boat that I hired a yacht broker, and he called one evening to say they had just listed a boat that might be perfect for me. Reluctantly this time, I drove to San Diego, expecting more disappointment.

  This was love at first sight. I saw her sitting in her slip and knew in an instant, that my search had come to an end. She was graceful, elegant; with a cropped stern and a narrow clipper bow. This Bayfield 40 was designed by Ted Gozzard, a dev´otee of L. Francis Herreshoff, the most famous naval architect of his time. The sun on the water reflected off her gorgeous black hull. Her topsides were white, with just the right amount of teak. She boasted a broad bowsprit (a forward extension for adding sails beyond the bow) with a five-foot teak platform stretching out over the water. As I walked into the cabin, I was drawn to the stately feel of its lush mahogany woodwork, hand-finished by Amish craftsmen. It felt more like a comfortable den than the cabin of a boat. With a full keel and an incredibly thick fiberglass hull, she was a no-nonsense ocean-going vessel with class and style.

  Like so many love affairs, this one included a touch of serendipity. The boat had been built in Bayfield, Canada, on the shores of Lake Huron. I had spent many hours sailing on Lake Huron as a younger man, and this little detail mattered to me.

  Built in 1986, she was thirteen years old, but seemed so much younger. In fact, I told myself, she was practically new. For starters, she was never used in Michigan winters, meaning that the boat was only in the water six months out of the year. So, you could knock off half her age right there; let’s now call her six years old. Then there was the fact that she had only sailed in fresh water, never corrosive saltwater, which made her even younger; let’s now call her three years old. Add to that the fact that her previous owners had taken exceptionally good care of her, using the boat as one might use a weekend cottage. Hell, once I counted all the ways she seemed younger than her actual years, I had practically convinced myself that this boat was brand-spanking-new. Give me enough time to think about it, and I could convince you (or, more importantly, convince myself) that for all practical purposes, she would be built sometime next year.

  This sailboat could smell the ocean and was chomping at the bit for big water.

  I made an offer, the owners counter-offered, and we agreed on a final sale price of $111,000. After completing the sea trial (where the potential buyer sails the boat with the yacht broker before making the final decision to purchase) and a short shakedown sail with the sales staff, we consummated the deal. It gave me great pleasure to realize I was now the owner of a yacht, a beautiful oceangoing sailboat. Not bad for a paperboy from Ypsilanti.

  • • •

  I’ve often heard it said that a boat is a hole in the water, surrounded by wood, into which one pours money. I had already blown my budget, and I knew that this was just the beginning. Heavy expenditures would be required to get her properly equipped to head offshore. Since her previous owners had sailed only seldom, on inland lakes, she needed a long list of expensive gear, installed by very expensive workers, before she would be ready for the kind of adventure I had in mind. I rationalized this problem by telling myself that all my equipment would be brand-new and I would have the luxury of customizing all the gear on board. Wasn’t that a lot better than having a boat fully equipped with old, outdated gear that would most likely malfunction or break while out at sea? At the time, I had no idea just how enormous the expense would be, nor how excruciatingly long it would take to equip my new boat. Love is blind, and I was naïve and in love.

  The first night after I took ownership, I slept on board my new big boat with Sedona. Sally was conspicuously absent. She did not share my enthusiasm about this new addition to our family, which she correctly interpreted as a signal of the seriousness of my intentions. Oh, well. At least Sedona was excited.

  The next morning, I had the urge to take this black beauty out for a sail. I was a bit intimidated by her size. She was easily the largest boat I had ever owned or sailed by myself. But hey, what kind of guy wins the fair bride and then chickens out on the wedding night?

  As I stood at the helm, the boat seemed comically enormous, like an aircraft carrier or the Queen Mary. How in the world was I going to get this mammoth creature out of the harbor without looking like a damn fool? An irritating little voice in my head was saying, “Old dude? You may be out of your league here.” The thought occurred to me that I might want to find an experienced sailor to go with me, but it’s just not my style to ask someone for help unless I really need it. There would be nobody to help me on my voyage, so why prolong the inevitable? I needed to learn how to handle this big mother all by myself.

  The first challenge was to back her out of the slip and into a narrow passageway filled with other boats without hitting anything hard—like, you know, one of those other boats. Most large sailboats don’t do well in reverse and are near impossible to back up in a straight line. This was most certainly true of my new baby; she tracked backward like a drunken elephant, sliding to the right, and then for no apparent reason, lurching in the opposite direction. I backed her up slowly, painstakingly, as though I were practicing docking a space shuttle to the International Space Station. I figured I still might hit something, but if I was moving slowly, the damage would be less catastrophic.

  I was relieved that I had my trusty first mate, Sedona, on board. He was perfectly oblivious (or pretended to be, bless him) to the signs of humiliation I was giving off—flushed cheeks, cursing, and mumbling under my breath. He dashed over to his favorite position in the cockpit and stood bolt upright with his tail swishing back and forth, inhaling the salt air with gusto. He looked as proud as I had ever seen him. Here was a dog who knew how to focus on the important things in life. Sure, we were motoring around the marina like rank amateurs, but for him, all that side-to-side movement simply broadened the view and brought new scents in the air.

  Once I finally (somewhat) figured out what I was doing, we forged ahead into San Diego Bay. It’s a spectacular place for a sail, surrounded by luxury hotels, marinas, restaurants, and active naval bases. The liveliness of the Bay offers all kinds of visual distractions: there’s always a steady stream of Navy aircraft taking off and landing at the North Island Naval Air Station, huge warships crisscross the water, and every imaginable private vessel both large and small contributes to a tableau of picturesque bustle. I had sailed in San Diego Bay before and always enjoyed the variety; but today, all these distractions seemed threatening rather than entertaining. I was a sitting duck, and every other vessel on the water was a missile headed my direction.

  I took some deep breaths and looked over at Sedona for moral support. It was critical that I gain confidence in my ability to handle the boat alone. Time to hoist the sails. Running up the mainsail without a crew member to assist, without an autopilot to steer the boat, with sweaty hands, all while attempting to maintain a steady course in crowded waters, is quite complicated. The boat inevitably drifted off course during the process, so my job was to move about as quickly as humanly possible before getting into any trouble. After checking to be sure that no other boats were nearby, I positioned the mainsheet and the main halyard (lines used to trim and hoist the mainsail, respectively), then darted to the mast in fast-forward, like one of those guys in an old black-and-white slapstick movie. Using a winch, I cranked like mad to start lifting the mainsail up and into position. It was a humongous sail, much larger than any I’d ever handled before, and it seemed to take forever to reach the top of the forty-five-foot mast. I cranked and cranked, looking wildly around for boat traffic, as the sail inched up into place.

  Once I had the mainsail secured, I scrambled back to the cockpit, trimmed in the mainsheet, grabbed the helm, and watched with satisfaction as the wind filled up the huge sail. We were sailing! I unfurled the first of two headsails from the cockpit, secured its sheet, put both hands on the helm, and stood in place for a moment to assess our position. Sedona had settled onto a boat cushion, enjoying the ride, and looked up at me with a big smile on his face (Yes, Golden Retrievers do smile). His expression said, “Good job. Way to go, man, I’m proud of you.” All at once, the anxiety-fueled adrenaline rush gave way to a sense of exhilaration as I savored the feeling of my new boat cutting effortlessly across the bay. I was flooded with an enormous pride, like a poor student who’s just aced a test. I wanted to shout at all the nearby boats, “Hey, look at me! I am sailing my new big boat all by myself!”

  But my elation was short-lived, quickly replaced by panic when I realized we were mighty close to shore and rapidly running out of water to maneuver in. My beautiful new boat was making directly for the rocks in front of the Hilton hotel. I needed to come about (swing the front of the boat around to take the wind on the opposite side) immediately to avoid treating the Hilton guests to the spectacle of a hundred-thousand-dollar yacht disemboweling itself as they sipped their morning coffee. No matter. Coming about is the simplest maneuver in sailing. Summoning my jauntiest, most nautical tone of voice, I shouted the traditional commands to Sedona, “Prepare to come about. Coming about. Helms alee!”

  Like I said, coming about is pretty much the first thing a sailor learns. You give a sharp turn to the helm so that the bow moves across and through the wind, release the sheets so the boom can swing to the opposite side of the boat, then trim the sheets to pick up wind and sail in the new direction. I had, quite literally, accomplished this simple feat thousands of times in my life. So, I laid the wheel over to leeward and released the sheets. The bow began to move across the wind just as God intended, but it somehow didn’t make it all the way around. Instead, the boat stopped short, with its lovely teak bowsprit pointing directly into the wind.

  Here’s a fun fact for all you non-boaters out there: sailboats can’t travel directly into the wind. They can travel generally in the direction of the wind, but not right into it, which is why, if you’ve ever sat and watched a boat beating to windward, you’ll have noticed that it made its way via a relentlessly zigzagging course, called tacking. The idea is to sail as close to the wind as physics will allow; but it’s useless to face the wind head-on.

  Here’s another nugget for you: a sailboat, by default, wants to point directly into the wind. If you’re really observant and you’ve ever passed a marina on a windy day, you’ll have noticed that all the moored boats (the ones attached to buoys and not docks), are pointing directly into the wind like so many weathervanes. So, a windward orientation is the boat’s posture of greatest inertia. Getting stuck with your boat pointing into the wind is, therefore, something of a problem.
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