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Dedication

 


This book is offered with sincere and humble
thanks to family and friends, particularly my husband Scott, who
back in 1982 bought his 22-year-old wife an electric typewriter and
said, “You want to write? Write.”

 


 


“There are tall ships and small
ships,

Ships that sail the sea.

But the best ships of all are
friendships,

And may they ever be.”

 


—Traditional nautical toast

 



 


 Chapter
1: The Getaway

 


 


My husband Derek stomps away at his usual
impatient double pace, shower bag in one hand, down a three-block
pier like it’s any other morning in which shit, shave and shower
will be followed by the concocting of breakfast in the galley. This
will be followed by yet another tedious boat project in preparation
for our cruise down the “Great Loop” rivers to the Gulf of Mexico.
Derek is more predictable than he thinks. On this day of liberation
he moves as always, 220 pounds full speed ahead, broad gait, no
motion wasted. Tall, formidable, florid-faced, unwavering in the
conviction that he is always right, my husband’s walk is a warning
to everything in his path: yield or be mowed down. Every line of
his form conveys decisiveness, from the red hair shot with steely
gray curving back from his high forehead into a rigidly bound
ponytail to his size 13 feet perennially clad in the yachtsman’s
preferred footwear: stretched-out, worn-in brown leather Sperry
topsiders with no socks. Even the ever-so-slight slab of belly meat
he has acquired in recent years protrudes aggressively.

Gathering my ditch bag, I am relieved that
the radio calls, shouting and horn blowing required to summon the
drawbridge operators is done for me. No more circling, waiting for
timed openings as Derek swears under his breath because something
does not immediately yield to him.

Magnanimous in public, Derek generally saves
the contemptuous jabs, verbal and physical, for private moments. He
can be especially cruel during boat projects. Chinook’s mast
and rigging must come down so we can take the 40-foot sailboat
under the fixed bridges spanning the Illinois River. Last time we
lowered it I took a metal shackle below the eye. My arms were busy
holding up the mast. He was in too much of a hurry to wrap the
rigging and secure loose lines. I also took a lot of “did you win
the fight?” jokes. “You should see the other guy,” Derek said.

During a trip around America’s Great Loop two
years ago, we learned that the Hammond, Indiana marina is a cheap
place to drop the mast. The huge, impersonal complex of
alphabetically ordered piers houses more than a thousand power
yachts, sailboats, sport fishing boats and trawlers of all makes
and models. The private craft are dwarfed by the permanently docked
cruise ship suffering a shoddy, second life as a tarted-up gaming
casino. The casino has literally been constructed around the mother
ship, a bas-relief relic of its former self shrouded by parking
decks and brick-tower elevators. It floats but goes nowhere.

Derek is out of sight, but in the quiet
morning I still hear him tromping down the metal pier. Then the
ponderous black wrought iron gate, heavy enough to amputate a limb,
clangs behind him.

If I don’t run away, one of these days he’s
going to kill me. Being murdered surely wouldn’t be pleasant, but
the fear of dying left me as soon as my kids entered their 20s. It
was a relief to be past the biggest horrors like crib death,
Make-A-Wish terminal illnesses, pedophile kidnappings and that
all-time classic, getting squished in the road running to retrieve
a ball. Thanks so much Stephen King: I read Pet Sematary on
the Christmas Eve that Joey turned two.

When Lisa and Joey were little, I ran the
ultimate defense against Derek, getting myself and the kids out of
the house as much as possible. Hailey Marie Henderson, Brownie
Leader, Elementary Bake Sale Contributor, Hockey Mom, Parent
Council Representative and all-around activist for the advancement
of young minds and bodies. Derek never hit them. I never gave him
an opening.

Raising his stentorian voice subdued them in
squalling infancy right through to the beginning of defiant
adolescence, when they finally got their mad up. Lisa was the first
to shout back and withdraw.

When Derek bought Chinook and
announced he was resurrecting his childhood love of sailing, both
kids cleverly proclaimed it wasn’t their bag. This left them plenty
of time to throw keggers at the house while Derek and I banged the
crap out of ourselves, sailing in gale conditions out on the lake.
To sail directly toward the wind, to beat, that's what Derek calls
it and that's what it feels like because it basically means
flogging yards and yards of maniacally whipping ropes, shackles and
sail fabric while pitching and rolling. I think sailing fascinated
Derek so much because he found something he couldn’t always
control. It angered him; he finds perverse and righteous delight in
his anger. We learned, gradually, to sail, traveling to remote
locations where we hadn’t a prayer of getting back in time to break
up the illicit juvenile activities going on at the house. My
red-headed babies played to their hearts’ content and I was home in
time to clean up the messes before the destructive revelry resumed
the following weekend.

These days Lisa and Joey keep their distance
from Derek. I’m envious. And I fear the day they might be asked to
come and take care of me. I am not sure that they would, given my
long list of failures as a mother.

Derek doesn’t hit me that often. In fact, you
couldn’t even really call what he does hitting. It’s more a
subliminal passive-aggressive punch, rendered in tight places where
I am forced to maneuver around or try to get past him. Eclipsing me
in any space, with a raised elbow or a hip shot and a foot kick
thrown in for good measure, is usually good enough for him. He
occasionally yanks my pony tail or braid, but seems to take greater
satisfaction in bruising me “inadvertently.”

My time window is narrow, but not impossible.
Derek never spends more than a half-hour performing his bathhouse
ablutions. He’ll discover that the marina card key is gone when he
tries to get back onto the dock from the bathhouse. The marina
allots two keys, his and hers if you will, but he assured the
dockhand that we only need one. Why would we require an extra key
when I never go anywhere without him?

“It would just be another thing for you to
lose,” he said.

So ha-ha Derek. He’s shut out and will
not be able to get through the 10-foot-high gated, spiked fence
that keeps interlopers off the docks. Unless he convinces an
entering boater to take pity on him. Derek inspires neither
hospitality nor pity. A classic know-it-all, he appears to require
neither. Last night when I lifted the card out of the pocket of the
ripped, paint-stained faded black cargo shorts that he wears every
day, I stifled the impulse to throw both the card key and those
ugly shorts into the water. No sense in blowing the $50 key
deposit. There will be enough traumas.

I’m figuring an additional 20 minutes for him
to search for the key and find a way back to the boat. He can’t
call me because I don’t have my own cell phone.

I chose my escape vessel two days ago when we
first arrived at this Lake Michigan port. We’d slogged on through
frosty weather, a week-long, contentious sail across Lake Superior,
through the Mackinac Straits and down the Michigan side of Lake
Michigan, anchoring and docking in various harbors along the way.
It’s possible to day-hop along the sand-dune strewn coast of
Michigan, with a pretty port every 25 miles or less, but Derek was
in a hurry. We sailed, ate, slept, and then sailed again until we
reached the head of the rivers.

Hammond Marina is not one of those lively
ports of call where boaters congregate for potluck dinners and
Happy Hour cocktails. Or perhaps it is, on summer weekends. It’s
deserted on late fall weekdays, aside from after-work boaters
preparing to stow their vessels for the winter. We’ve only seen a
handful of people near their boats and no boats going out on the
lake.

I don’t know if Seawind is seaworthy,
but she doesn’t appear to be leaking anywhere and is sporting a
well-maintained unoccupied look: recently established spider webs
on the rigging and bowsprit, clotted brown gunk-line on her hull,
coagulated slime-green algae on bumpers and the tail-ends of lines
dangling in the water. It is Tuesday; if Seawind goes out at
all it is probably on weekends. Her appearance is as innocuous as
her trite name. During my scouting walk on the piers I was
initially drawn to a 36-foot red-hulled beauty named Sea
Wolf and had to remind myself that I was not shopping for an
attention-getter. Seawind, a 28-30 foot plain white boat
with ubiquitous blue Sunbrella dodger, Bimini and sail covers will
afford a measure of anonymity. But if the engine doesn’t fire, I am
screwed. Accomplished sailors may be able to sail out of a tight
slip without using the engine, but that skill is beyond my
abilities.

One duffle is all I’m allowing myself.
There’s no time to regret what I leave behind, most of it
girly-girl wardrobe packed aboard long ago in anticipation of
romantic dinners, Tiki Bar gatherings, dancing in the sand and
other magazine-layout occasions that never materialized during our
years of cruising. I doubt Derek will notice the absence of the
flirty peach sundress, white espadrilles, slinky black trousers et
al. These symbols of anticipated celebration were long ago shoved
under the cubby beneath the V-berth, sealed in a plastic bag so I
didn’t have to hear him bitch about “my shit” being in the way.

What I wear, what I read, the products and
processes that I consider essential to my everyday existence are
considered minor, petty, boring. In the grand drama of my husband’s
life I am habitually overlooked as an extraneous, clumsy and
inconvenient appendage. It has been so for 25 years, about the same
length of time that I have been begging for sex on a regular basis.
Derek doesn’t like sex, something he hid very well prior to our
wedding. Doesn’t want to have it. Doesn’t want to talk about it. I
think he sees sex as a sign of weakness. He’s kind of grossed out,
too, because whenever I peek when he’s fucking me he’s got this
slit-eyed, straining-to-finish look like he can’t wait to come and
get it over with. I don’t know whether it’s me or just sex in
general. It took me so long to realize that our way of life had
been established early on and would never change. During the night
sweats and sleeplessness of menopause I have had a lot of time to
think about this.

The duffel, actually Joey’s old hockey bag,
weighs a ton by the time I have stuffed it with the bare
necessities. It smells like boy; sweaty shoulder pads, wet wool
socks and Ivory soap. The stump of a candle with no wick (for
polishing skate blades) is stuck in a crevice and falls into the
water when I push the canvas inside out to de-crumb it before
inserting my most essential life possessions.

There’s more than fashion in my stinky
oversized satchel. Derek may never know that I raided the backmost
corner of the seaberth locker, a hard-to-reach area not often
opened except to cram in spare parts or old gear for just-in-case
occasions. From the cache I appropriated the old hand-held GPS,
spare auto-pilot and outdated binoculars. Since I haven’t been
inside Seawind, I have no idea how she is equipped. I will
have to get along with what I find. There’s bound to be a Lake
Michigan chart at the very least. Some of the $1,572 in my saved
waitress tips may eventually have to be spent on maps and
guidebooks. But I am an Information Specialist by profession and I
have traveled these waters before. As long as the territory remains
familiar I can make do.

Chinook is berthed at the end of Dock
P. Seawind is in the middle of Dock C. There are no dock
carts here and the duffel seems heavier by the minute. I’ve taken
15 minutes to drag it the length of the main pier, going by the
clock on the Jumbotron billboard that looms over Interstate 80 at
the casino exit. Time. Temperature. Jackpot. Every recent bruise
aches. Panting, breaking a sweat, I try not to breathe through my
nose. The soap-and-boiling vegetable smell emanating from the
nearby Libby’s canning factory induces nausea.

I wish the bag had wheels. I pray no one will
see me and offer assistance. Boaters are a helpful lot. A
going-gray 110-pound woman dragging duffel from pier P to C would
definitely provoke a chivalrous call to action. The unwieldy shape
of the bag is actually worse than the weight of it. Weight, I can
handle. I may look skinny, but years of hoisting food-laden trays
and yanking up sails have added muscle in all the appropriate
places. My physique is attractive, or so I’ve been told. I know
that I missed the kind of beauty society deems ideal. As a
schoolmate’s mom told me in junior high, “You would be so pretty if
you had eyebrows.” Somewhere in my 30s I realized that I’d been
beautiful in my own way and missed the opportunity to enjoy it. In
my early 40s I learned that life is not a beauty contest. Nearing
50, I’m doing a rapid wardrobe edit that’s more about layers and
warmth than style. Derek’s contempt for “dolling up” aside, Joey
and Lisa’s castoff hoodies and sweats get more wear than the flirty
peach sundress.

Dock C is deserted. Seawind’s engine
key, attached to one of those floating bobbers favored by cautious
mariners and boat brokers, dangles from the ignition. There is
another key on the ring. I say a prayer as I insert it into the
hatch padlock. The hasp yields easily. Score! I pull out the
wooden hatchboard.

The interior decorating scheme is lighthouse
kitsch run amok. Red, blue and yellow lighthouse pillows,
lighthouse curtains, a lighthouse throw tossed on the navy blue
salon cushions. Standard for a sloop her size, the engine
compartment is behind the companionway steps. The Perkins engine
looks clean, with no oil drips or water puddles — a promising sign.
I climb back up into the cockpit, reinsert the engine key and turn
it. She starts like a champ. The gearshift smoothly kicks into
reverse and forward. I spend a few minutes throttling up and down,
back and forth, driving Seawind in her slip. Good to go.

Sweet Jesus, am I really doing this? Don’t
think, Hailey. Act.

Grunting, I yank the duffel from the dock to
cockpit, and then hop back on the dock to untie all but the middle
springline from the dock cleats. Crap, I almost forgot the
shore power cord, still plugged into its stanchion. That would have
been a cute trick, taking the dock with me. I yank the cord and
toss it on deck, making a mental note to coil and stow ASAP.
Always Say A Prayer. Already this is becoming more
complicated than imagined.

Seawind is sandwiched in a tight
channel with a row of super-size luxury trawlers parked behind her.
All is lost if I fumble in reverse. The last time I backed out of a
parking space I ended up in a jail cell. Of course that was a car
and I was drunk. Still, it could happen this time, too. “Crazed
Menopausal Wife Steals Sailboat, Destroys Numerous Vessels at
Marina — film at 11.”

I pull the last dockline into the boat. Hand
on the tiller, engine just a hair above idle, I make my move.
Seawind putzes in the desired direction, gently arcing to
port (that’s left to you landlubbers). Backing well to the middle
of the channel, I click into forward gear and slowly steam toward
the lake. Rounding the corner, I glance back down the main marina
channel. No Derek in sight, just Chinook placidly floating.
I blow her a kiss. A group of gangly teens waves from the concrete
jetty that shields the marina from Lake Michigan’s turbulent
waters. I offer a jaunty hand-to-forehead salute in return. In 100
yards I clear the entrance buoys. Seawind motors into the
crisp blue water. The green stagnance of the yacht basin and the
black dread of my marriage are behind me.

We’re off and running. Running at 5 miles per
hour. I kick the throttle up a notch. Running away at 5.5 miles per
hour. There is no turning back.

 



 


 Chapter
2: Solo Sail

 


 


There’s barely a breath of wind on Lake
Michigan. The forecast calls for calm, clear, warm weather during
the next three days, an Indian summer gift at this time of year,
when the Great Lakes can turn nasty in a matter of seconds.
Favorable weather expands my options.

Yonder, across the lake to the east, lies a
myriad of easily accessed Michigan harbors stretching from Petoskey
to Grand Rapids where I could find shelter and privacy, or
conversely, be in contact with friends who knew me when I was
myself. Maybe they care about me still. But I haven’t talked to any
of them in years. They couldn’t accept the cowed and edited version
of Hailey that I became with Derek.

What it comes to is this: I don’t want anyone
to save me but myself. I don’t want to owe anybody anything.

I have tried, and am trying again, to picture
a new life in Michigan where a better version of me lives free,
fulfilled and at peace. But Michigan sucks right now, economically
and spiritually, and so do I, as desperate as the homeless vagrants
freezing in abandoned Detroit city schools as menacing dog packs
roam the streets. To turn back to Michigan would be turning toward
the flat-broke police state that is holding my driver’s license and
awaiting payment on the thousands of dollars in court penalties and
the Michigan Treasury’s so-called “responsibility fees” for the
fender-bender I caused while under the influence of three Miller
Lite beers.

Derek laughed in my face when I broached the
topic of his help to pay my debt to society. “You’re lucky I
bothered to bail you out,” he said. To avoid higher insurance
payments he took my name off the policy. “You don’t have a license,
anyway,” he pointed out.

Michigan in its current crude, cruel
incarnation is as dead to me as the Big Three automakers skulking
away from shuttered factories and broken blue-collar dreams, all
the while feigning concern for alternative energy sources, the
gasping ozone layer and global warming.

A honking, irregular V of Canada Geese passes
overhead, animated compasses pointed south. “One way or another,
I’m going with you,” I tell them.

This jump up the shore is a necessary detour.
There’s nowhere to go from Lake Michigan’s southernmost end. No
sand softens the industrial structures that manhandle the natural
landscape. Factories spew, ominous nuclear domes and cooling ponds
loom exotic on the horizon; near shore the water turns a lurid
milk-chocolate brown. The low-tide stench of the ocean is perfume
compared to the smell.

Out from Hammond shines the brazen gleam of
Chicago’s skyline, about 15 miles up the coast. There are thousands
of boat slips and mooring balls in the rocking, rolling, designated
anchorage that is constantly strafed by the wake of passing
commercial and pleasure craft.

Out on Lake Michigan sailing solo I talk to
myself and the boat. Boats have souls, just like you and me.

“OK, so we’ll mosey up to Shytown and suss
out the situation, yes?” I ask Seawind.

There are docks to be had in Chicago. It’s
not an option. I can’t afford a marina on my $1,572 nest egg. The
tip stash has to get me wherever I’m going, even though I don’t
know where that is yet. Also, any attention is unwanted; I have to
stay where I won’t attract it.

The decision to pick up a mooring ball — a
floating anchor of sorts attached to a long line bolted to the lake
bottom — or to drop anchor from the boat itself, an anchor I’ve yet
to examine closely, can wait. Worst-case scenario, I can simply
idle all night out on the lake, free floating as Derek and I once
did on the Atlantic Ocean off the shore of Sandy Hook. Deep fog had
obscured New York Harbor; rather than enter the shipping lanes we
drifted outside the danger zone, waiting for the morning light.

As long as I keep an eye out for lake
freighters and avoid the shipping lanes, nothing will slam into me
here.

I don’t want to go where others will predict
I’m headed. This idea of Hailey soloing on a sailboat won’t be
anyone’s first guess. Or anyone’s guess. Period. Derek will assume
I ran home to mama in Toledo. There’s a train station next to the
marina and cabs run regularly from the casino. Either option would
get me to a bus station. Mom will figure, when I don’t show up at
her place on the Michigan-Ohio border, that I’m staying with a
friend. She doesn’t know I don’t have any.

I’ve never been considered the sailor in this
family. Sailing is Derek’s thing. For a decade, I have taken on the
roles of deck monkey, cabin girl and galley slave, cranking a winch
here, tugging a line there, poised for docking like a birddog
quivering at the edge of the marsh, waiting for the command to
retrieve her master’s kill. Derek is the king of inarticulate
instructions. When I don’t understand what he wants me to do, he
shouts, as if the higher volume will lead to comprehension. My
perceived lack of prowess is a running taunt. “Can’t you do any
better than that?” “Move!” “Hurry up!” “Oh my God you’re
useless.”

A Canadian sailor out of Thunder Bay once
told me, “You know more than you think you know, Miss Hailey
Marie.” Maybe. But I still have a lot to learn and zero confidence
in my boating abilities. Putting Ontario Dan’s theory to the test
scares me spitless; still, I’m nowhere near ready to turn around. I
keep repeating, “You know more than you think you know.”
Surprisingly, it settles me.

When Seawind is a couple of miles
offshore in reliably deep water, I dig the autopilot out of my
escape sack. “Otto” was stowed in working condition when Derek
upgraded to a fancier, sturdier model capable of controlling
Chinook’s steering in heavy seas and freeing us from
hand-steering during 12-hour or more travel days. The clever gizmo
attaches at the base of a sailboat tiller, allowing steerage at the
click of a dial or push of a button, keeping the boat on a set
course. “Otto” fits Seawind’s steering stick to a T, and I
take this as a lucky sign. After setting the course and watching
the boat steer herself for five minutes, I’m confident we’re
holding a straight deep-water path up the coast. Chicago is about
three hours away at current speed. Seawind moves smoothly
through the 1-2 foot waves. It’s time to acquaint myself with
Seawind’s systems, supplies and provisions. Especially
provisions; there will be no going ashore in Chicago.

Popping up on deck for a quick scan and back
down below, an exercise by necessity repeated in prairie-dog
fashion every five minutes, I complete a preliminary inventory
showing one dog-eared copy of Skipper Bob’s Cruising Lake
Michigan, Richardson’s Lake Michigan charts, a better set of
binoculars than mine, working radar, a decent GPS and a looks-new
marine radio. I turn the latter on; it’s set on Channel 16, the
international hailing and distress frequency. The depth sounder and
wind indicator gauges also click on with no problems. I will know
how deep the water is and how hard the wind is blowing.

A finicky, matchy-matchy homemaker’s touch is
strongly evident in the immaculate interior. The royal
blue-and-white striped miniature lifering affixed to the teak cabin
wall in the salon, a combined living-dining-bedroom, cheerily
assures that all are “Welcome Aboard!” The woven galley (kitchen)
floor mat features a montage of Lake Michigan lighthouses, as do
the kitchen towels and potholders. I haven’t peeked in the head
(bathroom), yet but I can guess what kind of towels are on the
rack. There’s probably a lighthouse toilet paper holder with
matching night light, too.

There isn’t a boater alive who doesn’t fall
prey to cheesy nautical décor of one kind or another; this vessel
seems particularly hard hit. The “less is more” theory of design is
not known here. The galley cupboards are full of neatly stacked
lighthouse motif plates, bowls and mugs as well as stemless clear
plastic wine glasses, no-tip tumblers, a half-full bottle of
mid-priced Cabernet, a full bottle of Pusser’s Rum, eight cans of
Campbell’s Select Italian Wedding soup, two cans of salmon, three
of water-packed tuna, a half-full packet of saltines (most likely
gone stale, because that’s what happens to dry crackers on a humid
boat) and three cans of Chef Boyardee spaghetti and meatballs. I
grab one of the going-brown bananas from the copper mesh hanging
produce basket, displacing a mini-swarm of fruit flies. I must not
ignore the need for sustenance even if I don’t feel hungry.

In a hanging locker redolent with the
spring-mountain scent of dryer sheets used to combat must and
mildew, I find two size-large sets of men’s foul-weather gear and
oh, blessed be, a set of women’s red foulie bib pants. The
lady-sized Neoprene overalls are accompanied by a matching
offshore-rated waterproof hooded jacket. I’ve priced out this gear;
the jacket alone is about $350. Derek has a top-of-the-line set of
foul weather gear. He’s never seen fit to upgrade my sweaty rubber
fishing bibs, white footless waders with adjustable elastic straps
purchased on eBay for $14. On rainy days I wear the rubber pants
paired with an orange vinyl Wal-Mart rain jacket. The pants keep my
butt dry but suffocate my lower body, giving literal meaning to
“sweatpants.” The jacket, a type favored by municipal crossing
guards, turns sodden after 10 minutes of steady rain, relentless
moisture wicking from the sleeves up in anything more severe than a
light drizzle.

“When the going gets tough the wimps go down
below,” Derek said. “Only serious sailors need serious gear. You’re
not there yet. Probably won’t ever be.”

Here, now, on Lake Michigan, I have entered
the serious realm, if only on borrowed time on a borrowed boat. I
will strive to take good care of Seawind, leaving her safely
in a place where she can be easily found and reunited with her
rightful owners. Like the perfect friend with benefits, our
fleeting relationship should end on a mutually positive note with
no recriminations, all secrets intact and no harm done.

The jacket fits. It’s not needed in 70-degree
sunny weather, but I shrug it on over my white turtleneck anyway,
having a fashion moment, armored in snazzy competency, very
America’s Cup. “Hey, fake it ’til you make it,” I whisper to
myself. “You know more than you think you know.”

The deck is stable and comforting beneath my
bare feet. Moving forward to check out the anchor system, I make a
mental note to rig a jackline while the lake is behaving. If the
waves kick up and the ride gets bouncy, the flat, strong length of
rope firmly affixed on both ends to a permanent object can be used
as a handhold to move around the boat decks. In rough seas, sailors
clip on to jacklines from their safety harnesses, allowing them to
be fished out if they fall overboard. Since no severe weather is
predicted in the near future, I will wait to see if there are any
safety harnesses aboard.

The anchor is a hefty Delta, the best of its
kind and good for holding in any kind of condition from sand bottom
to river mud. Securely lashed to the bow, the anchor is attached to
about 100 feet of chain wound around a manual windless. The
hoisting mechanism is a bonus as I doubt I could pull up the anchor
under my own power. There is also a back-up Danforth plow anchor, a
claw-like 20-pound hunk of metal that I have absolutely no faith in
after numerous draggings using the same type of anchor on
Chinook in tidal waters down south. As the water rose or
fell every 6 to 12 hours, the boat would swing crazily around in
the ensuing current, easily dislodging the Danforth and causing us
to drift too close to other boats, too close to shore, too close to
shallow water, or, on one rainy night in Georgia, right up onto a
muddy reed flat.

“Securité! Securité! Securité! Hello All
Stations. This is the U.S. Coast Guard …” The staticky burst of the
radio startles me and I realize that I need to pee. The Coasties
are merely reporting an overdue vessel that was supposed to arrive
in port several hours ago. Listeners are “advised to keep a sharp
lookout and report all sightings to the U.S. Coast Guard.”

Roger that, as we say in nautical
marine radio lingo.

The only boats on my horizon are a collection
of sport-fishing go-fast day-trippers, distinguished world ’round
by their bon vivant bridge decks where the Captain’s chair,
accessed by a ladder, perches dizzyingly high above the water,
the better to see the fish, my dear. “Otto” continues to
hold Seawind’s helm with aplomb; an occasional mechanical
“rrhn rrrrhn rrrhn” assuring the device is still on, making minute
adjustments to keep us on course.

Down in the head (bathroom to you
landlubbers) I perch on a commode nicer than Chinook’s,
featuring a one-button flush instead of the callous-producing
elbow-stressing primitive pump handle I am used to.

Surprise, surprise, the bathroom
scheme is not lighthouses. It’s fish. There are also two framed
plaques: “If you sprinkle when you tinkle please be neat and wipe
the seat,” above which reads, “If it didn’t come out of your body,
don’t put it in the toilet.”

I do not flush the toilet paper. It goes into
a Ziploc bag thoughtfully positioned next to the toilet in a tiny
wastebasket featuring a swathe of striped cartoon clownfish
circling its circumference.

It occurs to me that I have no idea how full
the holding tank is. Chinook’s 50-gallon waste tank
overflowed on one occasion two years ago. Brown sludge, known to
cruisers as the “stain of shame,” oozed out of the tank valve onto
the starboard (right) middle deck. Gross doesn’t even begin to
cover it. Pump-out facilities are few and far between and on the
rivers. When they can find one, boaters pay as much as $45 a pop to
get the toilet tank sucked clean.

I could go in a bucket and dump it overboard.
A retired South Carolina doctor that Derek and I met in Tampa
bragged about his “virgin holding tank.” He’d been sailing for
years with his boat rigged to bypass the tank, dumping waste
directly into the water. Doc, who keeps his surgical skills sharp
by operating on dogs in foreign countries when humans aren’t
available, informed us that urine is sterile. Fecal material is
another matter.

You can actually get a ticket with hefty fine
for peeing or pooping, aka “dumping,” overboard. Laws vary by body
of water. For example, on the Atlantic one must venture a few miles
offshore before legally emptying sewage. A sailboat’s piddly tank
is nothing compared to the Big Boys out there. Chinook has
skirted around huge sludge slicks deposited by freighters and
cruise ships. In contrast, Lake Superior waters are a zero
discharge zone. That means nothing is allowed to go in the water.
No pee, no poop, not even food. And of course, no trash.

I confess to freely violating this rule
playing a game I call “What Floats” with anything biodegradable.
Banana and potato peels float. Pasta, meat and coffee grounds sink.
Crabs love eggshells, which may float for a while but will
eventually sink. “What Floats” is especially amusing and
instructive on waters with a strong current. I was preparing to
take a dip in the Tennessee River on a hot autumn day until I
watched the outer leaves of a head of iceberg lettuce whisked
downstream and out of sight in a matter of seconds. “Go ahead,
Hailey, jump in,” Derek taunted. “If I tie a rope to your ankle I
might be able to haul your skinny ass back.”

When I first decided to quit smoking
cigarettes, (a project still underway after a decade of yo-yo
success) I stopped throwing butts in the water. Each Smokey Treat
is counted as it is deposited in an empty beer can tucked behind
the bailing bucket near the back rail. I am down to five Smokey
Treats per day now that I have given up beer. There are two $15
cartons of an off-brand Lights Kings in my ditch bag. Thinking
about them makes me want one. To counteract the urge I take a few
deep yoga breaths.

Center. Ground. Calm. Clarity. I close my
eyes and inhale-exhale to the rhythm of Lake Michigan.

A beer would taste so good right now.

When I was thrown in jail in June for
operating under the influence, my sister Layla, a renowned
psychiatrist who mostly works these days in the upper echelons of
public policy, informed me in cold clinical terms that I “need to
evaluate my relationship with alcohol.”

So alcohol and I are no longer dating. We
aren’t even speaking. The break-up ensued quietly after the cop
drama at the accident scene and later at the jail, when the
nastiest cop came back to take private pictures of me.

Downing three or four or five beers after
work had become automatic. It was my habit to have one or two at
the restaurant, thriftily using my employee discount, and then two
or more when I got home. It felt deserved. As a mother, trapped in
a marriage that had been a bad idea to begin with, and an
Information Specialist at the Keweenaw Peninsula Tourism Bureau by
day, AND a waitress by night. Alcohol softened sharp edges, drowned
dissatisfaction. In times of great stress or jubilation a shot of
Crown Royal or an Absolut and tonic did not seem overly off the
rails. I never suffered blackouts or delirium tremens.

During my court-ordered counseling after the
accident I gave all the proper responses to the kind, scholarly,
comfortingly zaftig lady psychiatrist. Privately, I decided that if
I am an alcoholic, I’m a high-functioning one.

I wanted to see how I functioned without a
beer crutch. There have been moments of quiet pleasure in my
clarity experiment. But the pain of living with Derek became
intolerable. Put simply, it was a lot easier to put up with his
constant criticism, harsh judgment and selfishness when I had a
buzz on.

While first forming an escape strategy, it
occurred to me to choose the illicit lover route. You know, running
around instead of running away. As I have done before. As a lot of
potential runaways do.

My friend Nancy ran away like that, to
another man, and then another. She explained her absences to her
husband by explaining that she’d taken up kayaking. He caught on
because she always came home dry. Tall, lanky, beautiful Nancy
wound up with a divorce that segued into another unfulfilling
marriage, followed by more cheating and another divorce.

Then there’s my friend Lynnae, a 40-something
petite blonde princess searching the internet for her Knight in
Shining Armor. She was outraged when one of her internet matches
expected to have sex with her on the first date. Never mind that
they’d already been having virtual nookie online.

My waitress pals Mary and Patti ran away by
closeting themselves in celibate solitude. Sex is too important to
me to choose that route. I have firmly believed since womanhood
that an orgasm per day is medicinal both psychologically and
physically. Never interested in sex, Derek in recent years had
degenerated from premature ejaculation to erectile dysfunction.
When he did get hard, about twice a month, all attention was paid
to getting him off during the brief seconds the sacred erection
lasted. While not averse to other drugs of all kinds, Derek thinks
Viagra is stupid and dangerous, snorting in derision at commercials
that warn of priapism. He wouldn’t know what to do with an erection
that lasted for more than four minutes, let alone four hours. Once
I accomplished my bi-monthly duties as semen receptacle and he was
snoring I could sometimes get myself off with a few quick twiddles
to the clitoris. More often I had to wait until I was alone behind
the locked bathroom door. Other than the occasional hand-held or
well-aimed high-pressure shower nozzle, I have never used props
other than electric toothbrushes. I’ve actually considered buying a
vibrator. I’ve checked out the models but resisted an actual
purchase in the hope that the real thing will someday be reliably
accessible. Sex for one without artificial props does the job for
now. Feels less lonely and desperate than electric stimulants.
Given the proliferation of erectile enhancement drugs on the market
these days, I do not think I am off-base in assuming real-life
penises are still available. It would be a certified shame if I
never had another lover.

There have been four lovers in the last two
decades if I don’t count Derek, which I don’t. The Cynic, the
Carpenter, the Chef, and the Contractor. Each served a purpose.
Each affirmed that I was worthy of a lover, that I could inspire
lust. It embarrasses me now, my compulsion to prove myself
attractive through a series of impermanent affairs with a quartet
of men with their own serious dysfunctions. In the end, the
mini-escapes provided no lasting relief.

But I digress as the boat pilots herself.
Reverie is a dangerous condition on a moving ship. Constant
correction is required. A lazy sailor, a preoccupied sailor, a
bored sailor is a bad sailor.

Our morning and afternoon together has
established a measure of trust and comfort. The wind indicator
shows a benevolent 10-15 knot west breeze. Such light airs
encourage further bonding with my borrowed ship. Deep yoga breaths
in and out, lines in hand, I unfurl the headsail at the tip of the
boat, which is rigged so it can be controlled from the cockpit. As
the fabric unfolds, Seawind tilts almost imperceptibly to
starboard. I idle down the engine, disconnect the autopilot and let
the wind take us. I’m afraid to shut off the engine for fear it
won’t start again. Motor-sailing is not regarded as “pure.” Derek
would be shaking his head and huffing in disgust at my tactics, as
he has so many times. But I am grinning. Seawind is for now
my boat and here and now I am proving myself an able captain.

I am sailing alone.

The citified western shore of Lake Michigan
is a concrete contrast to the sandy shorelines, forests and artsy
northwoods communities on the opposite side of the lake. Chicago
makes itself known by sight, sound, smell and vibration long before
the harbor proper is in entry range. There are eight harbors in and
around Chicago, encompassing more than 20 miles of shoreline.
Skipper Bob’s guidebook indicates that there are 1,200 transient
mooring balls in Monroe Harbor. I’ll wait until sunset to attempt
to hook a ball and tie up Seawind for the night. Phoneless,
I will keep an eye out for any harbor patrol boats collecting
mooring fees. Perhaps the expense can be avoided if I arrive late
and leave early. I am still too wired to feel hunger or fatigue,
but I must eat and sleep — and decide what to do next.
Seawind cannot make it under the Chicago River &
Sanitary Shipping Canal bridges with her mast up.

Catching a mooring ball is a tricky business,
even with more than one pair of hands aboard. Chinook’s
maiden mooring took place in Fort Myers Beach, Florida, with Derek
at the helm and Yours Truly on the bow, frantically brandishing a
long aluminum boathook, trying to nab a floating nylon rope pendant
tagged by a numbered ball in the close-packed field of bobbing
numbered balls all the while avoiding other moored and maneuvering
boats.

“Here — get that one, no, THAT one, can’t you
do anything right, Jesus Christ you’re useless … it’s right there
…” Cringing from the barrage of jeers, derisive laughter, criticism
and shouted commands from the cockpit with an audience watching
from nearby boats and dinghies, I nearly fell overboard before I
managed to snag pendant and accompanying ball. Because Derek thinks
that rigging lines and bumpers ahead of time is anal retentive and
overly fussy, I was forced to stand there stupidly with the pendant
hooked, awaiting my next order. “Get a line, get a line on it. Are
you stupid? No, not THAT one…” I finally held up a line from the
rope box that met his approval. “Now get it around the Sampson Post
— fuck, forget it, I’ll do it myself.”

The public humiliation of the peanut gallery
was actually a comfort. He never hits me when other people are
watching.

Many women with otherwise kind husbands give
up boating because the captain of the ship is verbally abusive, or
as my new “husband” Robin will describe it “an out-and-out asshole
the minute they push off from the dock.” There’s a very popular
“Don’t Shout” t-shirt specifically designed for long-suffering boat
wives. Some enlightened couples invest in “marriage savers,”
electronic headsets that allow them to communicate calmly, quietly
and efficiently via walkie talkie from the steering station to the
person stationed on the bow. Other brave wives take seamanship
courses and become as competent as their husbands. In Canada, many
of the lady sailors choose to man the engine while the male aboard
handles docklines and hauls anchor. Early on, I tried to tell Derek
that his fortissimo vocal performances turn me into a fumbling
bumbler but he is unable to control his hot-tempered cursing. I
actually counted how many times he said “Fuck” one day.
Forty-seven. The barrage is even worse when he’s nervous about his
approach into a new harbor; I become the object against which he
can smash his uncertainty. I cannot count the times I have docked,
anchored or moored with tears clouding my vision, nose running, and
red face hot with humiliation. Even kindly comments from the peanut
gallery, “Good job little lady!” cannot counteract the ache.
Holding back tears still hurts but is now second nature. Derek has
no patience with histrionics, or any other expressed emotion. My
tears cement his conviction that I am manipulative and whiny. He
does not melt when I cry; he freezes. Any sign of weakness makes
him angry. Almost everything makes him angry.

“Never again,” I say out loud, punching the
autopilot button twice to make a slight course adjustment. I am
smiling. I do know more than I think I know. “Nice job,
Seawind!” I pet the tiller.

As the sun begins its late afternoon track
across the western sky, I round the outer breakwater of Chicago’s
magnificent harbor and pull in the headsail, rolling it up in
preparation for a solo mooring. The only witnesses are two smallish
speedboats fishing just off the Chicago lighthouse pier. I hank and
uncoil a line on each side of the vessel, plunking the boathook in
the middle of the deck atop the bulkhead for easy grabbing from
port or starboard. Back in the cockpit, I shift the engine to idle,
allowing momentum to propel the boat alongside the big white
floating ball I am angling for on the outermost corner of the
mooring field. Seawind gently coasts alongside it,
miraculously (to me) in hooking range. I hurry forward to secure
the ball attached to the line, hooking the looped pendant on my
first try. Yay! I thread the rope through the giant bolero, cleat
the line back on the boat and let out my breath, which I hadn’t
realized I was holding. I savor this tiny success that feels huge
to me. “You know more than you think you know” may well be my new
mantra.

Trepidation does not fully abate as I shut
off the engine and sit, rocking in the harbor, absorbing the
enormity of the day’s ventures. I still wait to be discovered,
apprehended, jailed again, publicly reviled, and privately scorned.
Every element of my escape thus far has gone smoothly. There must
be a pill to swallow amid all this jam. My life has been such that
I cannot think otherwise.

 



 


 Chapter
3: The Four Lovers

 


 


Every time I let down my guard and let myself
exist without fear, without worry, I pay dearly. So I already know
that I cannot afford sleep tonight. Seawind does what she
can to calm me, placidly floating in the impersonal harbor without
a care for my destiny.

The temperature drops 20 degrees when the sun
goes down. I slide the hatchboard into place to keep the night air
out and rummage around in the galley cupboards for a saucepan to
heat a can of Italian wedding soup.

Between hot flashes, self-justifications and
the need to figure out what’s next, you’d think my monkey mind
would be satisfied. But my ego’s admittedly sick obsession with
lusty adoration sinks me into the fleeting pleasures and lingering
shame of my four lovers: the Cynic, the Carpenter, the Chef and the
Contractor. I can amuse or horrify myself for hours with rewinds
and replays of car accidents and carnal couplings.

My lovers comfort me. It’s twisted, but I
have continued to run away with them in my mind long after our
brief encounters.

A quartet of lovers. Not all at once, and not
currently. What do you take me for?

Judge harshly if you will. But each affair
was spaced out roughly four years apart, each preceded by the
supreme flirtation of deep conversation, each proceeded by car
repairs and volleys of self-recrimination. There was a long,
righteous dry spell before the Cynic in which I
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