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 to our parents, Albert, Jane, John, and Patricia,
 and four children, Ben, Amelia, Jack, and Camille

A great rolling sea, dashing high up against the reeling ship’s high tetering side, stove in the boat’s bottom at the stern, and left it again, all dripping through like a sieve.
“Bad work, bad work! Mr. Starbuck,” said Stubb, regarding the wreck, “but the sea will have its way. Stubb, for one, can’t fight it. You see, Mr. Starbuck, a wave has such a great long start before it leaps, all round the world it runs, and then comes the spring! But as for me, all the start I have to meet it, is just across the deck here.”
—Herman Melville, MOBY DICK
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A HEART-SHAPED REEF
In the same hour that the Emerald Jane was approaching Scilly Island in the South Pacific, my sister-in-law was alone in her New York home. A sharp crash made her jump: A watercolor of a racing sailboat had fallen from her wall to the hardwood floor. A wedding present from John and me, it had hung in the same spot for twenty-one years. Joanne, a little shaken, started calling around the family to find where we might be—she knew we were somewhere far at sea.
[image: image]
Below deck in our catamaran sailboat, my husband, John, stood in the doorway of our tiny stateroom. I can picture him there in that instant before everything changed. Our four children—we had pried them away from their suburban world for a thousand reasons—were busy elsewhere on the boat, settling in for the night. John had just told me how long it would probably take us to get to Fiji, our next destination by way of Tonga; some problems with the boom of the mainsail were slowing us down, but we could fix it in the morning. After Fiji, we would head for Australia. From there, the kids and I were planning to head home to the States, and John would stay long enough to clean up Emerald Jane and sell her—which can take months, and I worried about that. I guess I was worried about what might become of our marriage after this long adventure. I was also worried about the whole idea of selling a ship that had become like one of the family; I thought it would be particularly hard on John, who loved her the most.
We had done what we set out to do two years earlier when we first set sail. Along the way, our children’s eyes had opened to the beauty of the world. The kids were very strong characters now, very different from when we began. We loved them in new ways—maybe deeper ways, because we had taken the time to finally get to know them.
John said he had just finished a sweet conversation under the stars with Amelia, our fourteen-year-old daughter, during her turn at the wheel. She had followed him back inside and, by tossing the life vest to her sixteen-year-old brother, Ben, turned the “watch” over to him. He had been watching the movie Drop Dead Gorgeous on a laptop. Movies on DVD were a vestige of our once and future life, and Ben needed a dose of that now and then, as did we all. The boat was on automatic pilot as Ben prepared to go aft for his two-hour watch.
Everybody was finally happy to be together—it had taken a few thousand miles, but the family now seemed in synch and content. I don’t mean that it was perfect, but we had learned to live together in a tight space without too much drama.
We had about a minute left.
With our autopilot engaged, the boat was sailing itself in this moment. We thought.
I was propped up in bed with a laptop as John chatted from the doorway. He looked good. He is a handsome, green-eyed guy full of fun and energy. People sometimes say he looks like Dennis Quaid. Maybe so. He does have strong features and he’s certainly handsome. He has serious eyes that always give away what he’s thinking. He has, or rather had, a dark mustache. Amelia and I talked him into throwing it overboard during the long sail across the Pacific. He’s even better-looking without it.
He hadn’t had a drink since his big meltdown in the Caribbean, and I was pretty much in love with him again.
So you can picture the crew: Amelia looks a little older than her fourteen years. She has long, dark strawberry blond hair, and big, empathetic brown eyes. She is very fit, with a great, honest smile and the hint of dimples. She is very pretty and has a natural charisma that has always filled the space around her. She is eminently sensible, a peacemaker, Daddy’s girl. Ben, her older brother by a year and a half, is the surfer archetype: very blond hair, dazzling blue eyes, great smile when it breaks through the gloom of family unfairness, tallish to the point where he sometimes stoops a bit to fit into a crowd. Despite his rock shirts and his surfer looks, you would say he appears quite respectable: a top achiever in Scouts, perhaps, which is exactly right. Little green-eyed Camille, five, has long golden hair, pink cheeks, and a huge smile, which is nearly always beaming. Jack, her freckled nine-year-old brother, seems to have stepped out of an old Our Gang film: the neighborhood tough guy. His mouth is always a little open in wonder. His blond hair and hazel eyes are usually seen only in the blur of his constant explorations. My own hair is long and blond and my eyes are brown, like Amelia’s. I do apologize for the fact that we might seem like Southern California stereotypes. Guilty, I suppose.
It was just after dark in a lonely reach of the South Pacific. As we sped westward, the ocean floor was a mile below us—or it was supposed to be.
Then at that moment everything changed.
Like when microphone feedback suddenly fills an auditorium until you must cover your ears, a deafening shrill exploded through the boat. It seemed to come from everywhere. A big jostle. Horrible, gouging, scraping chalkboardlike sounds. The twin hulls under us were screaming. John looked at me the way someone in the next seat of an airplane might look if, at forty thousand feet, all the engines just quit. I had never seen him so instantly confused and horrified—then came the great shaking and crash as we bounced more violently between the iron-hard treetops of submerged coral, sharp as butcher knives. Seconds later we slammed full-on into the coral reef. Our home, the Emerald Jane, came to a ripping halt, and the great waves of the Pacific exploded around us in a deafening, continuous roar. John caught himself against the doorway. “My God!” he shouted, his eyes drilling crazily into mine. Everything about our lives had just changed and we knew it. Our lives, our children’s lives, could end in the dark of the sea in what? A minute from now? Less?
“Reef!” Ben screamed from the deck.
“It cannot be coral! We’re miles…” John yelled to himself and me as he bounded up the small stairway—I was right behind him.
“Dad! Dad! What’s happening?” Amelia shouted over the roaring surf and the loud tearing of the boat against the coral. She tried to cut him off in the salon. The Drop Dead laptop was dead on the floor; things had fallen everywhere. Our two younger kids, Jack and Camille, were on the salon’s big wraparound sofa under the front windows, petrified and gritting their teeth, their eyes incredibly wide and their hands hovering in front of them with their little fingers outstretched, shaking.
“It’s a reef, guys. We’re on a reef. We’ll be fine,” John said without stopping, pushing Amelia aside and running aft through the open glass door of the salon and leaping up the step to the teak deck of the cockpit. His eyes were terrified and the kids saw that. They had never seen him like this before—though they had seen a lot. Then I came through behind him, grabbed flashlights, and they saw my eyes. I didn’t believe John’s quick analysis that we’d be fine. The kids took no comfort in it either. His eyes, truer than his lips, were saying, we are in very serious trouble.
He had been so careful to navigate us far around the coral atoll islands in this stretch of sea. Back in Tahiti, he had replaced the autopilot’s computer to make sure we had the very best.
As we looked over the edge of the deck into the dark sea—the moon had not yet risen—our flashlights revealed millions of hard, red fingers of coral tearing at our boat through the boiling surf. Our lights would not last for long, and John would soon be asking Ben to take a knife and do the unthinkable. So much would happen this night in the dark.
John threw the engine hard into reverse just as a high wave crested violently over the stern and over him with a loud crash. The double hulls smashed again with a horrible sound into the coral. He leapt through the flash flood on deck to reach the controls of the other engine. He hit the start button and pushed it hard into reverse. Both engines could not even begin to pull the boat off the reef.
Only the front, smaller jib sail, called the genoa and nicknamed the genny, had been in use. It absolutely had to be hauled down this instant if the engines were to have any chance. John pulled the genny’s thick Dacron line off one of the two stainless-steel, hourglass-shaped winches behind the wheels. The wind should have instantly spilled from the sail, but, in the windy whip and tangle of the moment, the line had jammed in a pulley somewhere forward. Ben, enough of a sailor now to understand that the sail had to be cut, snapped the handle of a diving knife into his father’s hand.
John zigzagged forward along the lurching deck. Crouching near the bow, he cut the line. As the genny snapped free to flap in the wind, the large metal reinforced tip of the sail—where the lines tie on—whistled toward his face. He leapt backward as it just missed his eyes; he had seen the glint of it coming thanks to flashlights Ben and Amelia were now shining forward from the aft deck.
The surf roared like a tumble of jet engines all around us. We were screaming to each other just to be heard.
I ran into the salon to help get the kids ready for our escape. Little Jack and Camille were still frozen in fear on the wraparound sofa—just sitting there hugging each other and shaking horribly. There were loud popping and cracking sounds. Looking down the stairs into the port hull, I was suddenly watching a disaster movie; it couldn’t be real: Water was filling the starboard hull as if a dam had burst. The view down the little stairway was of water rushing floor to ceiling from Amelia’s room toward Ben’s. Her tennis shoes and bedclothes and books were swirling in the flood. Then the retreat of the sea pulled the water back toward Amelia’s room, drawing Ben’s things into the swirl, then back again. With each surge, the water was lapping higher up the steps toward the salon where we stood frozen, watching, maybe screaming. It couldn’t be real. The boat was being devoured now with each great wave.
Amelia and I grabbed canvas shopping totes and started collecting some of the flotsam that might be useful in the life raft, especially bottles of water and packages of food. Our hands were shaking so violently that it was hard to pick things up and put them in the bags—and I was slipping terribly on the wood floor. Jack said something but I could not make it out. “What, Jack?” I screamed over the din of crashing surf and cracking boat.
“I don’t want to die,” he screamed back.
“Me either!” little Camille screamed.
“We don’t want to die!” they screamed together.
Amelia was handling this better then I was; she put her arms around both of them.
“Don’t worry,” she said, “we have two other boats, remember? This is what they are for—just this kind of thing. It happens all the time.” They calmed down and sat back to watch this disaster movie. But they were shaking like we were.
I stepped outside to see how John and Ben were doing. They would have to get the emergency life raft going somehow. The other boat, the dinghy, wouldn’t last long swinging there on the stern in this surf.
The coral’s digestion of the boat had now become a steady fusillade of earsplitting cracks and pops as the hulls and bulkheads—remarkably strong carbon-fiber laminates—cracked apart. Our belongings began to wash around us. Even above this sound, a new, deep roar behind the boat made all the flashlight beams shine aft to reveal a cresting wave building high above us. Down it came, ripping the dinghy and its stainless-steel davits from the deck. The stern of Emerald Jane rose up and crashed on top of the loosened dinghy.
Even without the genny pulling the boat farther into the coral, our engines were useless against the power of the waves and the tightening grip of the coral.
“The radio!” John screamed as he passed by me in the cockpit. He headed through the open glass doors into the salon, where he stood for a second in shock to see the interior awash. He turned to Ben and pointed to the GPS position readout at the chart table. Somewhere in that instant, Ben found a pencil and scrap of paper to write down our position. John and I went the few steps down into the port hull, sloshing but not too deep yet, where the SSB radio was still getting power. John dialed in the emergency frequency and put the microphone close to his mouth to be heard over the roar of our destruction. We were standing in water and operating electrical equipment; I prayed that everything was grounded properly.
“Mayday! Mayday! Mayday! This is sailing vessel Emerald Jane. We have struck a reef in position”—Ben reached down the stairs to hand him the scrap of paper—“approximately 16 degrees, 35 minutes south…We are sinking and in need of immediate assistance. Mayday. Mayday…”
Ben, seeing the fear in the eyes of the little ones, joined Amelia in offering some comfort. He scooped his little brother up and held him close as he turned on the less useful VHF radio in the salon and tried for an acknowledgment from a passing airliner or another ship. Nothing. Our lights began to flicker.
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THE DARK
John was never afraid of the dark—it had always been his friend. He was most himself, in fact, when far out in space, sailing through the stars, leaning into the great curve of the Milky Way. If you have ever been miles from shore in a small craft on a moonless night, with fathomless water all around you reflecting the stars above, you know what it is like to stand at the wheel and navigate your free fall through the universe. If you are sailing with John, he will remind you that Earth and its companions are traveling through the Milky Way at a certain speed—John knows what it is—and he will tell you that the galaxy itself is traveling at a still greater speed through the diamond field of other galaxies, like glittering gowns spinning around endlessly.
He will remind you, as you make your way through the night sea, that you are, in fact, steering a course through the stars. Our galaxy makes the big turns, of course, but you can make some zigs and zags for yourself. And out there on a good sailing night, with the sea gently slapping the bottom of the boat and the ocean air forever freshening your skin and your senses, you experience a perfection of awareness with each bounce of the sea and every breath of breeze.
John always took the late-night watch as the children and I slept below. He sailed us through the universe, as I’d thought he might when I married him nearly twenty years earlier. Many nights on this long journey he would wake up our little sweet-tooth Jack with the aroma of fresh-broken chocolate—we had bought a chest full of five-pound ingots in Panama—so he would have a few nightly hours in space with his father. Then he would send Jack back to bed and he would be alone again up there, taking us through the night into the beauty and genius of the real world, unfiltered even by a Cousteau, watching his compass but, like Peter Pan, also his stars—as in, second to the right and straight on ’til morning.
There is a hidden reef ahead somewhere—but isn’t there always? We are mortals resigned to that ending. When it arrives so unexpectedly in the night, ready to take not only you but your children, you will pray aloud for the morning. But it happens. It has happened so many times. So many ships have gone down in the coral, and children have slipped into the dark sea. It had happened before on this very reef, long ago. We were replaying history in an awful way.
[image: image]
In the flickering lights of the salon, I struggled with our third radio: the handheld satellite phone. I turned it on though my hands were shaking so hard that I dropped it. I held it again in the uncontrolled claws my hands had become. “No signal,” the display read. I dropped it again—and now in the water. After that, even the “no signal” display was gone.
“Mayday! Mayday! Mayday!” John repeated into the main radio’s microphone. French voices were having a conversation on the frequency. He didn’t know if they could hear him; he couldn’t get their attention.
The boat heaved higher onto the reef, slamming down and grinding sideways into the coral. The water in Amelia and Ben’s hull continued sloshing wildly back and forth, moving ever higher into the salon as the hulls were digested.
Water was now flooding the port hull where John was on the radio. Jack’s plastic action heroes, Camille’s stuffed animals and Lego toys, washed around him as he shouted for an acknowledgment.
“Pardon! Pardon! Mayday!” But they continued chatting.
We were now all being thrown violently about—the kids riding the sofa with their arms desperately around each other.
John changed frequencies: “Mayday. Mayday. Mayday,” he called again. “This is sailing vessel Emerald Jane. We have struck a reef…We are sinking and in need of immediate assistance. Mayday. Mayday…” No response. He changed frequencies again.
We had been sailing with only our smaller front sail, plus one of our two engines, because the pin connecting the heavy boom of the mainsail to the mast had come loose in some difficult winds. It proved too difficult to fix in the dark. Had the boat’s lopsided thrust somehow defeated our autopilot and sent us the wrong way? Was the new electronic compass faulty? Was the ocean current stronger than we estimated when we were adrift, trying to fix the boom? Was the scale of our map too large for accurate navigation—or was the map just wrong? I couldn’t get my mind around it. We had seen the palm trees of this tiny island—or what we thought was this island—hours ago as we dined at sunset.
For whatever reason, this little world of ours was now in fatal peril. It was being pulled by wind and pushed by sea ever farther into the teeth of the reef.
A coral reef is a living thing, millions of years old, but living. It comes up from the bottom with sheer, mile-high underwater cliffs. At the surface, it makes an island or a ring of razor-sharp coral, or both. Sometimes its long ridges lurk just below the surface of the water, where boats will be snagged and quicky destroyed in the surf.
Nothing makes you study your charts more then the idea of hitting a coral reef, with its ragged edges so sharp and diamond-hard they will cut your skin at the touch. They will slice open boat hulls of the thickest steel. I still couldn’t believe we had hit one. I couldn’t believe what I was seeing with my own eyes, that something beyond my worst nightmare was actually happening. It was. It was happening in this moment. This was somehow real. I could barely grasp that. Not a DVD. Not a DVD.
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THE MAST
I braced myself against the salon’s chart table and listened to John’s frantic Maydays below. I tried to have one clear thought. Just one. I had considered every emergency but not really this. My mind had nowhere to go with what I was seeing: a boat sinking and my family about to die. I dashed down near John and pulled our emergency radio beacon from the cabinet. Bright yellow, it is about the size and shape of a jumbo soft drink from a convenience market, with a clear dome lid and an antenna coming out the top like a drinking straw. It floats, has a strobe light inside its clear dome, and is supposed to send your GPS location and your boat’s I. D. to a satellite monitored by the Coast Guard. I pushed it into John’s hands. He stared at it for a long second, wondering if this moment was real. Yes. He turned it on—for whatever it might be worth. Maybe it would help someone find our bodies in a few days—maybe only that. “Hold it upright,” he yelled to me as he handed it back. I had something to do.
Big structural bulkheads were cracking and splintering wildly now as if blasted by artillery. The Emerald Jane was coming apart rapidly and with dangerous explosions of wood, plastic, and metal.
John gave up on the radio. He bounded up the stairs and looked at Ben. “Life raft!” he shouted over the sounds, and the two of them were gone.
“Come on,” I told the three kids in the salon, “let’s gather as much food as we can find.”
We jammed more bottled water, the handheld VHF radio, a plastic flare box, and canned food into the canvas shopping bags as the water in the salon rose in waves. I smelled the sharp ozone of electrical wires shorting out. The lights flickered and dimmed. Then they went out.
On deck, John and Ben made their way forward with flashlights along the bucking starboard hull. Their objective was to free the inflatable life raft from its deep locker in the deck next to the mast. As high waves swept over them, they stopped every few feet to hold on.
John lowered himself into the locker on his back. He pushed the heavy fiberglass unit upward to Ben, who knelt and pulled as the boat bucked violently. It took two attempts to get the heavy raft out of the slippery pit. They pulled the inflation handle and heard the solid roar of compressed gas as the raft’s big doughnut filled and a red canopy roof popped up like a camping tent. They struggled with it in the surf, then lashed it to the netting between the twin bows. As there was no stretch of water that was not packed with sharp coral or crashing surf, there was simply nowhere to go with the raft for now.
Water in the dark salon was knee-high when they returned. Amelia had managed to quiet the kids. She was now holding the rescue radio beacon; its red glow illuminated her face in the dark boat.
“Dad, will we have to walk on the coral?” she asked. He looked down at all our bare feet and quickly found our big basket of beach sandals. “Get ’em on,” he ordered.
We suddenly felt the stern rising impossibly high, as before a great fall. The fall came with an earsplitting noise as the Emerald Jane’s carbon-fiber spine broke like a twig in a tornado.
We all looked at each other and knew without saying that we needed to be ready to go now, coral or not. If we were going to die, we were going to die with our flip-flops on. We were going to be doing something, not standing waiting for death.
While Amelia and I hauled the emergency supplies out onto the aft deck, John and Ben leapt back on deck and, between waves, crawled forward to get the raft and somehow bring it closer to the cockpit, where it could more easily be launched into the sea and where it would be closer to the supplies and to all of us. Amelia brought the little kids out on the stern and we waited to abandon ship. I pulled water bottles from the little refrigerator in the cockpit and handed them, with a flashlight, the emergency beacon, Speedy the turtle, and a prayer stone I somehow had in my hand, to Amelia. I told her to guard the beacon well—it would save us if anything could. She clutched it tightly as the surf sprayed over us and we hung on to the rocking deck.
Another great wave lifted the stern of the boat. The broken spine now allowed the whole length of the Emerald Jane to flex like an old shoe. This flex loosened the front line between the bow and the top of the eight-story mast, which in turn allowed the lines supporting the mast from the aft to pull the entire mast backward, out of its base fitting on the deck. The entire 2,500-pound metal mast was now sideways in the air like a baton. The huge mast, the great pride of the Emerald Jane and the symbol of the ship’s power, crashed down sideways across the bow, just fore of the salon. It grazed Ben’s head, gouging him with a metal flange that sent blood streaming down his face. The mast also knocked John backward. He hit his head on the deck so hard he didn’t know for a few seconds that the mast was lying across his left leg, just below his knee. He didn’t know that one of the winglike line-spreaders attached halfway up the mast had come down like a cleaver and cut through all of his left leg, about seven inches below his knee—cut through all but a few shreds of skin and tendon.
The sea was so violent and the ship so loud with its own destruction that the huge mast crashing down was just another noise in the dark to Amelia, the little kids, and me, waiting on the stern for the life raft. What we heard after the crash of the mast—a very different sound rising over the roar—was John’s horrible scream.
John’s brain was sorting out the pain from both his head and his leg. An electric pain shot up from his leg through his body and mind. A wave broke over the deck and submerged him. The water was at first a comfort, but then the panic of not being able to struggle to the surface took hold. He felt sheer panic until the wave subsided, and then he screamed for air. He watched his body begin to twist involuntarily on the deck—a tortured man. His eyes rolled back to their whites. He recognized a ragged voice as his own and knew he had screamed. He closed his mouth as it began to fill from yet another sea wave. The suck of the retreating water tugged hard at his body, dragging his arms back. The pain overwhelmed all his thoughts but one: He remembered our son, who might be dead under the mast.
“Ben! Ben! Are you all right?” he yelled into the roar.
“Yeah, Dad,” Ben yelled back as he struggled free of tangled lines and steel cables. The life raft was lying over John. Ben thought his father’s scream had been about that. He lifted it off his father. Using a glow stick for light, he saw his dad’s leg pinned by the mast and nearly cut off by the spreader. Ben’s own face ran with blood and salt water, which now poured over his father as he stooped to examine the horrible wound. On his knees, Ben braced against a savage breaker. He held on, staring into his father’s eyes, dripping his blood into his father’s, awaiting captain’s orders.
“Ben, I’m trapped, buddy. Can you move the mast? I think it broke my leg.”
Ben struggled to lift the mast. No way. Ton and a quarter, held in place by inch-thick steel cables. John screamed as another wave shifted the weight. Ben crouched low to get leverage—his arms were now clasped around the slick mast, the veins on his neck straining. The next wave moved things again and Ben lifted harder. He got another glimpse of the nearly severed leg and saw a flood of blood spilling under the mast.
John couldn’t see for himself over the mast, but, judging from Ben’s eyes, it was bad. He pulled Ben close. The roar of the sea and the breaking boat was still a deafening crash. Ben was shaken, dazed for a moment, nauseous. He had seen his father’s shredded leg—nearly cut through and pulsing with black blood from the severed arteries and broken bones, all laid out to see.
“You’ve got to take over now, son. Make the decisions. I can’t do anything from here.”
Ben nodded, “It’ll be okay, Dad. I’m gonna get you out of here.”
Pain then overwhelmed him—white light, brilliant and hot. His mouth and eyes froze open. Time stopped for him.
Incoming waves again and again covered John and slightly lifted the tangle of debris—not enough for him to escape, but enough for the weight of the mast to come down again and again, and for the spreader to cut back and forth into his remaining flesh.
Alone under the mast, John knew he had to escape somehow. He propped himself upright and bent forward to grab the mast—a nearly impossible feat had he not been in such good shape. His grip slipped with the next wave and he fell back again. Pain overwhelmed him once more, and the sea covered him again. He was now wild with the mad energy of a trapped animal. He rose from the water and again lurched forward to grab the mast, his adrenaline in full flood. Hanging on to the mast, he could see over it to the white of his shattered bones. He screamed, “Ben, get me some three-eighths-inch line from the cockpit locker—I need to make a tourniquet here fast.” A wave knocked him flat and he went mad with the pain.
Ben was back moments later and had to remind John why he brought the line. The pain had pushed rational thought and memory away. John soon remembered. He sat up and reached forward to wrap the line around his leg below the knee, but the spreader was in the way. He had to wrap the line above his left knee, where he twisted it in his fist. Blood was rapidly pooling across the deck, even with the constant rinsing of the waves. A great breaker crashed over John and he lost his grip on the knot. Ben took over, slipping two long screwdrivers under the slack in the line and twisting them in opposite directions to tighten the tourniquet.
I didn’t know what had happened—what the scream had meant—until Ben came running for the line.
“Dad is hurt bad,” he yelled close to my ear. I turned to Amelia and shouted for her to protect the little ones. She looked at me, and I saw in that instant how she would look as a twenty- or even thirty-year-old. I saw the maturity that had been growing inside her. She nodded.
I followed Ben forward, slipping in the seawater and blood. I stood in shock as Ben worked John’s tourniquet. Ben was a mess of blood—his own and his father’s. After he tightened the clamp, he leaned close to his father and cried. He was saying goodbye.
“Dad, I’m sorry for the way I’ve been on the trip. I’ve treated you and everyone else really horribly. I’m sorry, I’m so sorry.”
This moment was suspended in time. The sound of the sea and the crunching, crunching of the boat were still overwhelming, and yet there was an out-of-body feeling to it. I knelt over John for a long time, unconsciously praying so loudly that the little kids, who were huddled on the aft deck in Amelia’s embrace, could hear me above the roar of sea. Then I walked up and down the swaying starboard deck in a daze while John remained pinned beneath the mast. I stopped time and again where he lay and where Ben sat in their blood trying to heave up the mast and free his father. The weight of it, the steel-cable tied-down tangle of it, was obviously impossible. Ben took trips back to the kids and to Amelia to assure them that everything was going to be okay e was calm and assured, but with that great flow of blood still dripping down his face. Then he would come try again.
“Jean,” John said to me, his teeth clenched in pain. “The other kids okay?”
“Okay?” I stared into the black sea. “Yes, everything’s okay.” I meant no sarcasm—we were so in God’s hands that part of me had given up. I stroked his bloody hair. Good husband. Good man. Good father. Great lover. And moments ago he was standing so handsome in the doorway of our stateroom, which was now awash with laptop computers and DVDs and clothing and a thousand things that would soon slide down a mile into the deep.
I went forward and stood in the darkness at the tip of the starboard bow. I was not helping much. I was in shock—all but the fainting; there was no good place to faint. I had lost control of my body and my mind, as happens at such times.
Ben was frightened, but he had his fear in hand. He was doing things; I was impressed. His father was pinned to the bouncing deck, sometimes screaming in pain and sometimes praying aloud. The tourniquet was helping, but he was still bleeding badly because of the kneading motion of the mast. The mast. The mast. The mast. Impossible to lift.
Ben seemed to have done what I could not: accept that John was very likely not going to make it, and that the rest of the family needed leadership and help.
Ben and Amelia somehow understood that I was in shock. They made sure the small kids were in a safe place for now. They began to scavenge for more survival supplies. I was on their list: Get Mom functioning again.
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AN IRRATIONAL CALM
Odd to see John like that in the dark water—so unlike him. He had always seemed to enjoy an arm’s-length relationship with mortality. My confused mind was wondering why he was handling this so differently—stupid for him to be staying under the mast and drowning a little with each wave when his children and I were about to die for lack of some good plan from him.
Years before, as a young construction worker high inside the rising steel lattice of a new power plant’s mammoth cooling tower, he had fallen. No one could possibly survive such a fall. I think of him free-falling backward, looking with interest at the clouds framed in the great circle of the tower. Einstein observed that a falling man feels no gravity. John landed on a small metal construction shed that was, by inches, in the perfect position to collapse and save him in its folding metal embrace. His coworkers watched as a helicopter raised him in a basket out of the tower’s interior and into the sky. The men were sure he must be dead, and the wail of a siren that was used to mark another death at the project—the dead whistle—sounded. From the slowly rising and rotating rescue basket, an arm appeared and John flipped a finger to assure his friends that life was still good. He was home that night with only bruises, having sneaked out of the hospital and stopped at a hamburger joint with his brother.
Porsches and vans and motorcycles have flown off curves, crashed sideways into trees, slipped through inches of safety, and he has largely brushed himself off after the firemen have pried open the steel to let him out. A coma or two, a repaired knee or so, but nothing to really slow him down or make him the least fearful of life.
Somehow I saw all that when I first met him. I didn’t see him as foolhardy, for I would not have been attracted to that—but he was fearlessly alive, living in a state of constant amazement.
I was living at the time in Westchester County in a New England–style farmhouse surrounded by trees on a country road. I sold advertising in a newspaper Sunday supplement. John was living in Greenwich Village. He had recently been building and selling boats in the Caribbean. He and some friends came up to Westchester County to visit a mutual friend. John’s humor, I think, was the thing, his confidence in the world, a sense that life is grand—an adventure beautiful beyond words. He saw me staring at that in him; he saw me staring at someone not afraid to free-fall, not afraid of the deep—someone who understood the shallows to be the greater danger to our lives.
He had a girlfriend at the time, and I had a boyfriend, but our attraction was total. We went to dinner some weeks later to sort it out. The restaurant was an hour-and-a-half drive away from anyone we knew. Fate is not subtle when it is serious. We were seated in the same small dining room where John’s girlfriend happened to be dining with her secret paramour. It was all very friendly. We finished our meals and behaved admirably, all of us. But John and I were, from that night forward, a couple. The wedding, a small affair at a yacht club on the mainland side of Long Island Sound, was watery and beautiful.
Before we met we had both been creatures of the Caribbean. I had assistant-managed a charter sailing service in the Virgin Islands. John built, sailed, and sold boats. Later he imported building materials to the islands. The island life had worked itself deep into John’s bones. Even as a young boy, he had his eyes always on the sea, looking for ways to work on boats. But you get to a certain age and you have to make a decision: If you stay in the Caribbean, you might become one of the too-tan sand crabs aging in the rum bars and charter docks of that ever-young, ever-inebriated world. Or you can go home to make your fortune and return with a fine boat and the resources to live well in paradise—and from there perhaps you can explore the world by way of all its seas. For John, that was it. He came home to finish
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