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    Chronicling the nightmare disappearance of a catamaran with three working
sailors in a cyclone, seasoned journalist Diane Coetzer has done a deep dive into
the murky waters of yacht deliveries, corporate cover-ups and institutional bungles.
But this is more than an investigation. It is a poem to the ocean. A rousing
shanty celebrating the maverick man who skippered the craft. And ultimately,
invaluably, an exploration of the exquisite, little understood pain of ambiguous
loss. The trauma of loss without resolution. Without a body, a death date, closure
of any kind. My heart broke for her, the three families, and all who suffer this loss
through misadventure, natural disaster and war. I read it in a night and wept.


    – Glynis Horning, author of Waterboy


    Diane Coetzer has written a book as raw as it is tender, as compelling as it is
moving. She has turned a heartbreaking story of ambivalent loss into a beautifully
written elegy which also uncovers the devastating truth about the avoidable fate
of three men at sea. Coetzer’s deeply personal memoir of the life and death of her
brother-in-law, and his fellow sailors, is the best book I’ve read this year.


    – Donald McRae, The Guardian

  


  
    


    For Jeremy, Owen, Emma, Jami Ella, Hannah, Zachary, Emmylou and Myla-Rhye. Mostly, for Anthony.
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    I must go down to the seas again, for the call of the running tide
Is a wild call and a clear call that may not be denied.


    – John Masefield


    For whatever we lose (like a you or a me),
it’s always ourselves we find in the sea


    – e.e. cummings

  


  
    Map 1: Last known position of Moorings A5130 relative to the path of Cyclone Bansi. 
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    Map 2: The journey of the hull from its last known position, through multiple sightings, to the point of attempted recovery by the Peridot tug. 
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    Missing


    It’s early February 2015 and even though the working day has yet to begin, the clamminess of late-summer Johannesburg is not helping the feeling of dread that has been slowly creeping up on me.


    Our house is a mess of tangled bedsheets, discarded pyjamas and bowls left on the kitchen counter, their bottoms filled with soggy, billowing cereal. Hannah, Zachary and Emmylou are at three different schools – Hannah in Braamfontein at the edge of the inner city, and Zach and Emmylou in suburbs neighbouring the one where we live – and I frequently return from the round trip with a buzzing head, no matter how diligently we plan our mornings.


    But today it is different; not even a wayward traffic light on the hill that runs up past the Constitutional Court and causes all the cars to creep towards their destination can overtake the unease that has taken up residence in the pit of my stomach.


    I am back home and nearing the end of the passage that leads to my office at the far end of the house, cup of tea in my hand, when I encounter Jeremy, my partner of then more than two decades. He is making his way to the bathroom to get ready for his day at the global music publishing company that he runs.


    I know I risk breaking the spell of an easy-going day in the home that we have lived in for 16 years, but the words are pressing in my throat.


    ‘I am worried,’ I say. ‘We haven’t heard from Anthony in a while, and I feel like something is not right.’


    He looks at me, and I see he is ashen.


    ‘I know. I have been feeling the same way,’ he replies, full of concern for his older brother.


    With the day’s work deadlines and responsibilities pushed aside for now, we decide there are two logical things to do: phone Jeremy and Anthony’s sister, Philippa, who lives in Durban with her family, to see if she has heard from him – he would usually alternate between checking in with Philippa and with Jeremy every two weeks when he was away on a yacht delivery trip – or try the satellite phone number that Anthony gave us when he set off from Cape Town on 14 December to deliver a catamaran to Phuket, Thailand. But only phone if it is urgent, he had cautioned us when sharing the details, because I pay for all calls, and it is really expensive. Sitting at our kitchen counter, we decide that our shared feeling of disquiet means the situation is urgent enough to make the call.


    Neither yields the results that can slow our racing hearts.


    No, Philippa hasn’t heard from Anthony for, she thinks, at least three weeks. As the days pass with no contact from him, she too is getting increasingly concerned.


    And the satellite phone just does not connect, no matter how many times we press the numbers on our side, willing it to ring somewhere out in the vast expanse of the Indian Ocean.


    It is the beginning of the week so Jeremy and I decide to get on with our work commitments – his dealing with songwriters and their songs, me with my freelance writing deadlines. But it is not easy. We are as unsteadied as roller-coaster riders back on solid ground, struggling to get their footing while the world still cartwheels around them.


    There was no way of knowing it then, but that February day in 2015 was the start of an experience that would consume the next two years of our lives – and, more than a decade on, can still sweep in, unannounced and unwanted, like a rain shower that soaks you right through before moving off, as rapidly as it came, to shake itself out on other parts of the city.


    Truthfully, this bright-skied weekday morning is not the first time my heart has quickened on thinking about Anthony out on the ocean. A few weeks earlier I awoke from a dream, distress stalking me from an unsettled sleep into my first waking minutes in our Parktown North home.


    The dream was vivid.


    We were in Durban, perhaps back living in the coastal city where I had spent the first five years after leaving my childhood home in the beach town of Umhlanga Rocks, perhaps on holiday at the Cowies Hill home where Jeremy had grown up with Philippa, Anthony and their parents, Lenore and Walter. Replaying something that we had done during one Durban trip, we drove to the Durban harbour to see Anthony, who was readying a boat for delivery. When we arrived, he was wrapping the interior furniture of the yacht with the plastic that lay scrunched up on the floor of the catamaran, ready to offer protection from the ocean’s elements, something I had seen outside of the dream.


    He smiled when he saw us and then turned to Hannah and Zach, who were with Jeremy and me, and said he wanted to show them how to vacuum seal and then freeze tuna. He proceeded to take a thick tuna steak out of the small galley fridge, then walked over to a cupboard to get a small clear plastic bag.


    At that moment, still dreaming, two thoughts occurred to me.


    The first was how strange it seemed that, of all the food Anthony could take for a long trip, of all the skills he could share with his niece and nephew, how to seal fresh fish for the freezer seemed an odd choice. Wasn’t fish the only thing that you could get on a long, ocean-going journey? The one thing you didn’t have to stock up on? Hadn’t Anthony shared his love of ocean fishing with us on multiple occasions? My second thought was this: Anthony wanted to show Hannah and Zach how to seal the fish for freezing, not for the sake of imparting a useful kitchen skill, but because the two of them were going with him on this delivery trip. At that moment, it became clear to me that in fact Jeremy was going to be sailing beyond Durban’s iconic Bluff on a catamaran headed towards the open Indian Ocean with Anthony at the helm and two of my four children on board.


    I was overcome with dread, although I must have agreed to the plan because the trip’s departure date appeared to be fast approaching. Standing on the catamaran’s deck, I begged Jeremy to change his mind. But he laughed and shook his head and told me that Anthony was the best sailor in the world and that everything would be just great. It would be a once-in-a-lifetime adventure for him and his brother and Hannah and Zachary.


    When I awoke from the dream, its lingering imprint was so unsettling that, hearing music coming from Hannah’s bedroom, I walked into the passage and called her name.


    ‘Come in, Mom,’ she said. I pushed open her door and said these words to her, words that I can still hear myself saying more than a decade on: ‘Han, please, please promise me that you will never go on a sailing trip with Anthony, even if Dad says you should.’ It was an odd request, especially on a school morning in a suburban home in South Africa’s urban heartland, so I explained a little of my dream.


    ‘Sure, Mom,’ she said and, turning to the wrought-iron mirror on the pretty dresser that had been her grandmother Lenore’s, continued pulling her light-brown hair into a ponytail, neat enough for school.


    I will never know with the absolute certainty that a scientist might seek, but we would come to learn that it was around the time of my dream that things really did go horribly wrong out in the middle of the Indian Ocean. On a 12.98-metre catamaran that was only ever intended for bathing-suited leisure trippers to sail gently around picturesque islands, cocktails in hand, Anthony faced a cyclone, whipping across the water with winds of 185 kilometres per hour – 99.89 knots, in nautical terms – that would crest, first, into a category 4 cyclone (113 to 136 knots) and then peak as a category 5, with winds of over 137 knots.


    Was my dream that night the universe attempting to get my attention about something terrifying unfolding in a roiling, churning sea, many thousands of kilometres away? All I know is that an unshakable mist of doom followed me around the next day, distracting me from my work. I was also now certain that there would never be a scenario in our family in which I was standing at the quayside, right arm extended in a wave, as the man I had been with for decades and any of my children waved back before they disappeared out of the mouth of a harbour and into the big wide open.


    That wasn’t the only dream I had around the time when we’d stopped hearing from Anthony.


    In the other, I was in a room with Philippa, who was sitting in the corner, quite still, mute, her head down, her hands folded in her lap. Jeremy was there too, and he approached me holding two old-fashioned dial-up phones. In a strained and shaky voice that shook me away from wondering if Philippa was okay, he asked me to please – please – pick up the one that was ringing.


    For a few seconds, I too seemed robbed of the ability to move, frozen by the sudden knowledge that whatever came next would not be good. Still, I picked up the ringing phone and on the other side was a voice that was speaking to me in a language that I immediately realised I didn’t understand at all, a language that I didn’t even recognise as one spoken by anyone, anywhere in the world. But I knew, with as much sureness as I knew my own name, that the person was telling me everything that we were desperate to know: what had happened to Anthony and the yacht and where he was to be found. My chest felt like it was being emptied out of every molecule of air but still I managed to shout, ‘I can’t understand you!’ Over and over, I screamed these words into the phone but the unintelligible stranger, tethered to me by a telephone line that went who knows where, only spoke louder and louder and never in any words that took understandable shape in my brain before the dream drained away.


    By the time this second dream came along we had been searching for Anthony in the infinite blue of the Indian Ocean for many months. And we had been joined in this by the families of the two other sailors who were on the catamaran with Anthony: his first mate Reginald Robertson and deckhand Jaryd Payne. Together we faced an experience that was so unusual, so beyond the everyday that when, desperate to help my family deal with the vanishing and endless searching, I saw a psychologist specialising in trauma, she confessed that she had no tools or experience to help me. I remember sitting in front of her, in her consulting room above her garage, and realising with shocking clarity that what we were going through was far, far different from the many things for which we humans might seek the help of a therapist. I ended the session and got into my car. As I drove away beneath a canopy of trees from a Johannesburg house that was just a few hundred metres from where my eldest daughter, Jami, had done her first years of primary school, I knew I would never return.


    The truth was that my family – Jeremy, our three children Hannah, Zachary and Emmylou, and Jami Ella, from a previous relationship – were adrift on an ocean of our own. We could never reach the place where the water was clear and the shore filled with open-armed people who beckoned us onto land with smiles and gentle words of love and support and understanding. It turned out that the only people drifting with us were the families of the two sailors Anthony had chosen to crew for him on this delivery trip, four of whom were experiencing it with the ferocity and anguish that only searching for a child can bring.


    It turned out, too, that the day before Jeremy and I gave voice to our shared feeling that something was wrong was the last normal 24 hours in our family. From the moment we uttered our first concern for his whereabouts, our lives tilted irrevocably.
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    Jekyll and Hyde


    Anthony and I had plans to write a book together.


    Not this one. We wanted to write a book about his life criss-crossing the world’s oceans and the philosophies he’d honed over the 500 000 nautical miles he’d sailed. It would also be about what happened in between. More often than not, this involved carousing in bars wherever he found himself, mostly Cape Town, where he lived. And not in any commonplace way: as anyone who had spent time with him would know, he frequently likened himself to the characters in Robert Louis Stevenson’s Strange Case of Dr Jekyll and Mr Hyde, his Jekyll being the excellent, sober delivery skipper, and Hyde being the side of him that emerged only on land, once he’d cracked open his first drink of the day.


    Anthony is a sailor, was the first thing Jeremy told me about his brother, who was six years old when Jeremy was born. He’s running a catamaran at the V&A Waterfront with his girlfriend, and we can go on a sunset cruise around the harbour with them if you like?


    How could I refuse an offer that would turn me, for a handful of hours at least, into a tourist in the city where I had lived since 1991? Besides, I was intrigued to meet the brother of the man I had turned my life around for a few years earlier. And so, on the kind of Cape Town day that left no room for doubting that the city is the most exquisite in the whole wide world, we met Anthony and Anita on the Pierhead where they stood to welcome guests and sell cruise tickets.


    Anita was immediately warm. ‘Hi guys,’ she greeted us, with a beautiful smile. Anthony was welcoming too, showing us where to walk, down the gangway and onto the yacht, where to find the lifejacket for four-year-old Jami Ella.


    He was wearing what I came to know as his signature outfit: Bermuda shorts, a T-shirt – this time branded with the name of the catamaran he was sailing – a cap pulled tightly over his pony-tailed head, a full beard, his sunglasses attached to a strap, either jammed onto his face or hanging loose around his neck, and a moon bag slung low on his waist. It was the mid-1990s, so we were at the tail end of the fashion fad of bum bags that had swept over us in the late 1980s. Anthony never gave up on the moon bag, even when it had gone out of fashion. He would probably smile to see it return to our lives in recent years, this time slung over one shoulder and settling across the body, a place for storing cell phones, keys and money on a night out.


    I did not know it then, but the things that Anthony pulled on for his work on the ocean were as different from what he’d worn when he’d started his working life as the night is to the day. When he was growing up, he never had dreams of being a sailor. It is probably more accurate to say that, whatever his desires may have been, whether they included earning a living sailing catamarans from one part of the world to another for other people or not, Anthony at first tried his best to follow a path through life that was fitting for a kid whose suspected and undiagnosed dyslexia (this was the 1970s) didn’t detract from his smartness, a child whose parents had the means to send him to university.
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    Anthony John Murray: ready for high school at Thomas More College. (Savage family archive)


    Home was in Cowies Hill, a suburb between Westville and Pinetown on the sweep down from KwaZulu-Natal’s inland region towards Durban that is perhaps most famous, at least for runners, for one of the most punishing hills in South Africa’s famous Comrades Marathon. His schooling was mostly at Thomas More, an independent school not far from the family home, until he moved to Damelin College’s Durban campus for his matric year, which he repeated to get the marks he needed – and then on to university in Durban to study psychology and sociology. He finished up his studies in Johannesburg, attaining an honours degree in personnel management from Wits Business School.


    Before long he had his first job, human resources and training manager at M.E. Stores, where he was tasked with developing and implementing a staff training programme and improving the quality of the retail stores’ staff to reduce staff turnover. He later headed back to Natal, as the province was then known, to take up the role of human resources manager at Russells in Durban, where South Africa’s middle-class white families bought their lounge suites and bedroom sets.


    How do I know these mundane details of Anthony’s early working life?


    As I write, I have copies of his curriculum vitae and reference letters scattered on the desk around me. I retrieved them in early 2025 from a black backpack kept in our Johannesburg storeroom since we’d left the city we loved for our new home in the Netherlands six years earlier. The backpack is Anthony’s and, although made of tough material, the zip was a reluctant one, giving up its job before the final seal. Still, I needed somewhere to put a bunch of papers that I had found in his Cape Town flat in late 2015. The worn backpack that threatened to spill its contents as I carefully shepherded it through airport security and onto the airplane back to Johannesburg was all I could find.


    It is unexpectedly comforting, taking in Anthony’s life via the sort of facts that are the bread and butter of CVs.




    First names: Anthony John


    Surname: Murray


    Date of birth: 14 July 1956


    Languages spoken: English, Afrikaans and Portuguese


    Sports: Brown Belt Karate; Captain of the first team rugby, swimming, athletics teams at Thomas More.


    From this collection of papers, I also learn this: Anthony’s first day of work at M.E. Stores was 18 January 1982.


    When I see this, noted in a letter of support from his manager dated mid-August 1983, it is as if someone has kneed me from behind with such force that I cannot keep myself upright: the very first day of work in Anthony’s short but respectable career in personnel is exactly the same as the one on which he had sent his last text messages from a position of more than 2 000 nautical miles north-northwest of Perth, near the Mid-Indian Ridge. Thirty-three years exactly separate the day that Anthony, dressed in smart trousers and a collared shirt and tie, stepped into his office in central Johannesburg as training manager at a friendly South African retail chain, and his very last day as a professional skipper, facing down, in foul weather gear, a terrifying sea of smashing and rolling waves that exploded against the yacht.


    How. Is. That. Even. Possible? I shout these five words to a room empty of answers, offering no possible solace in its neutral white corners.


    Truthfully, the only thing we know is that 18 January 2015 – an ordinary summer’s Sunday in Johannesburg – was Anthony’s last day as a professional skipper who was in contact with the outside world. What we don’t know, with the absolute certainty that we still crave, is whether 18 January 2015 was also Anthony’s final day as a person alive in the world. Not because we didn’t set everything aside to find this out, but because the task was, in the end, impossible; an ultimately hopeless endeavour for which none of the multiple degrees or extensive experience on our combined CVs would ever qualify Jeremy and me.


    What we do know, with all the clarity of a blue sky in the moments after the rain clouds have scudded onwards, is why Anthony chose to leave personnel; why he spent just five years in a world in which he helped produce administrative procedure manuals, where he scored 91.5 per cent on the ‘Champion Selling Seminar’ and took courses like the One Minute Manager, where he was commended for showing ‘tremendous initiative and self-motivation’, where he was given a company car, where he was well liked and respected by his juniors, where he rose through the ranks quickly, entrusted with managing the M.E. Stores branch in Harrison Street in midtown Johannesburg and then taking up a managerial position in Natal.


    He gave it all up because he had fallen in love with the ocean.


    ‘My love for the sea and sailing led me to leave personnel and step into the world of sailing and all aspects associated therewith’, wrote Anthony in a narrative CV I found that gives an overview of his journey to becoming a professional sailor and yacht delivery skipper in 1988.


    Anthony stepped into the world of sailing while he was still working at Russells, in fact, completing a Yacht Hand course at Ocean Sailing Academy followed by his first proper sailing journey, a 14-day trip from Durban to Knysna, aboard the yacht Golden Gain. Next, he sailed 3 400 nautical miles as crew on board Boanerges, a 47-foot catamaran that journeyed from Cape Town to Fernando de Noronha, an island off the coast of Brazil.


    Boanerges was manufactured by Prout Catamarans, the famous British manufacturers that built the Shearwater III, which the UK’s National Maritime Museum describes as the world’s first production catamaran. In the nearly thirty years that he sailed professionally, Anthony became a catamaran expert. It makes me smile to think that his first ocean crossing was on a boat that came from the hands of two brothers from Essex, Francis and Roland Prout, whom many see as the grandfathers of the cruising catamaran industry, a quick internet search tells me: Olympic canoeists who lashed together two of their racing canoes, secured them with a bamboo platform then erected sails and a mast as the prelude to their first proper catamaran design.


    On that journey aboard the Boanerges, Anthony dug deep into celestial navigation, learning how to recognise and use the stars, the planets, the sun and the moon to navigate with the help of a sextant, navigational tables and a nautical almanac. On board one of the first large seaworthy cruise catamarans of the 1970s, his knowledge catapulted. In Anthony’s paper stacks I found a handwritten letter from Boanerges’s master, dated 9 January 1984 and addressed to the UK’s Consul General in Cape Town, requesting a visa for Anthony who, he wrote, would be visiting Barbados, St Vincent, Martinique, Dominica, Guadeloupe, Antigua, St Martin and the British Virgin Islands as part of the yacht’s crew. The trip was judged to take place between 1 March and 31 May 1984 before Boanerges would return to her home port of Falmouth. It was all a long, long way away from making sure the staff selling furniture in Harrison Street were doing it with care for the customer.


    In December 1986, with Watchkeeping and Coastal Navigation courses added to his qualifications, Anthony took the plunge and resigned to follow his heart into sailing. He would never work in personnel or any other conventional job again.


    His first voyage in this new world was as acting mate aboard the 31-foot sloop Zulu Girl, sailing from Durban to Ascension Island. The learning curve was steep, and he was soon involved in all aspects of the trip – passage, preparation, maintenance, diving, boat and sail handling, and coastal and celestial navigation. On Ascension Island, he picked up his second trip as a full-time sailor, this time on the yacht Lapwing, sailing 1 200 nautical miles to Fernando de Noronha as a deckhand. When he arrived, he was offered the opportunity to get to know yachts from the inside out, repairing and preparing boats in Fort Lauderdale, and he grabbed it. He spent the next year getting his hands dirty, doing everything from varnishing to complete yacht refits. One of these was the 66-foot ketch Maxi; he was taken on as the yacht’s first mate in August 1987, helping sail her to Beaufort in North Carolina.


    It is not hard to see why Anthony was drawn to the world of personnel when he was looking for a conventional career path: he easily made friends wherever he found himself and quickly created a network in the yachting community. In Fort Lauderdale he connected with a Brazilian-based partnership that was keen to purchase a yacht in the world-famous marina, and have it refitted and sailed back to Brazil.


    ‘I found a beautiful 40 foot Sparkman & Stephens ketch for the right price’, Anthony writes. ‘After completely refitting her, including new rigging, mast step, engine beds, fitting for an Aries vane etc I approached Lloyds of London for insurance as skipper. I was accepted and sailed the yacht – named Tao’s Way – to the Caribbean.’


    Acceptance by a major insurer as a skipper in 1988 was an important step in Anthony’s sailing career, signifying recognition of his qualifications and sailing experience. Tao’s Way was another, and it became the only ocean-sailing yacht that Anthony felt proper ownership of during his 28 years on the sea.


    Strictly speaking, although his name was on the yacht’s papers, he was not the owner. He had been given the legal authority by the partnership to
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    In a bundle of printed photos snapped by Anthony during his trip sailing from Ubatuba to Cape Town was this (unverified) photo of Tao’s Way. (Anthony Murray archive)


    purchase and handle Tao’s Way, a monohull built in 1975 by Hughes Boatworks in Canada, another boat-building company founded by two brothers, Howard and Peter Hughes. I am not sure if Anthony played a role in changing the yacht’s name from its original Chinook to Tao’s Way when he set about registering it. But I like to think that he did: at its essence, the Chinese philosophy of Tao means the Way, the natural way of the universe, and it is not romanticising things to say that this was what Anthony was seeking when he was on the ocean. That it gave him a place in the world was something he believed in his core.


    In Antigua, Anthony again paused his oceangoing, spending eight months on the island doing day charters on Tao’s Way before sailing to Ubatuba, clocking up over 7 000 nautical miles. Based in the small town located southwest of Rio de Janeiro, he spent a year sailing up and down the coast of Brazil, and undertook another complete refit of the yacht, refurbishing the entire interior and respraying the mast. He also learnt to speak Portuguese and began a relationship with Zenith, a Japanese woman living in Brazil. In faraway South Africa his mom, stepdad and siblings were mesmerised by his stories of adventures, which he shared on phone calls with Lenore and which contained the sort of ingredients you couldn’t hope to find in suburban Cowies Hill in late-stage apartheid South Africa.


    The intention had been to sell Tao’s Way in Brazil for the boat’s shareholders, but the economy and new yacht regulations turned that into a difficult task. So, a decision was made to sail the boat to Cape Town and sell her there. When he successfully managed to achieve this and pay out the yacht’s shareholders, Anthony was proud – another landmark in his sailing career.


    Before long he was back in Brazil, but only because in Cape Town he had met the new owners of a yacht who needed an experienced skipper to sail with them on their first ocean crossing. On that journey skippering Splash, a Montevideo 43, to Fortaleza, Anthony added another 3 700 nautical miles to his growing count before returning to Cape Town.


    In the city where he then lived, he connected with JJ Provoyeur, the owner of the day-charter yacht le Tigre, who offered Anthony the position of skipper and manager of the 54-foot catamaran. Together with Anita, Anthony accepted the position and for three years the couple ran daily trips from le Tigre’s berth at the V&A Waterfront’s Pierhead. Anthony would credit Provoyeur, who had successfully completed the 1994–95 BOC Challenge single-handed around-the-world yacht race, with being one of three sailors who taught him the most about sailing. The other two were Ken Liddiard, who sailed the ocean racing yacht Bloodhound in the 1970s, and Toby Richardson, an experienced catamaran sailor and the skipper during the trip on Boanerges.


    On my writing desk, I have a postcard of le Tigre that I found in the black backpack. ‘This yacht is very popular for its affordable regular daily trips leaving from the Cape Town Waterfront’, reads the text accompanying a photograph of the catamaran, its white sail stretched skywards, its twin hulls framed by a dark-turquoise sea marked by puffs of white-crested waves. In the image, there are about twelve tourists on the deck. A handful of them are looking directly towards the small plane carrying the photographer, reminding me of this human-dependent way of capturing images from the sky before drones changed the overhead shot forever.
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    The 16-metre le Tigre: ‘The Only Sailing Catamaran in the V&A Waterfront in Cape Town’. (Photo: A. Lourens)


    It was on le Tigre, on that day trip in the mid-1990s, where I first met Anthony.


    Jeremy and I were in the first year of a relationship that has lasted more than thirty years, produced three of the four children we raised and not yet seen us walk out of a church officially married. Before meeting Anthony I had heard much about him, the older kid in the family who may have had a different birth father but whom Jeremy and Philippa never considered to be a half-sibling. He was a brother to them, in all aspects of the word.


    I liked Anita and Anthony right away. I appreciated how easy they were with Jami and my mom, Emma, who was down from Umhlanga Rocks for a holiday. It was the first time I had been on a catamaran, and the sensation of smooth, stable, rushing speed as we left the harbour and headed towards Robben Island was magical. I had visited Cape Town many times after my dad had moved there when I was a teenager, and I had been living there for over a year by the time we sailed out of one of the oldest working harbours in the world, but this trip was the very first time I had seen the front of Table Mountain from out at sea. With my mom on board, it was not hard to think about my Dutch grandmother – her mom – watching the flat-topped mountain come into view for the first time when she arrived on a boat from Rotterdam in 1938. Adriana Antje was making the journey to join my grandfather Julius who, like many Dutch citizens, had left the economically depressed country where he had lived his whole life and headed south a year earlier for new opportunities and better things. Attie’s first steps on South African soil were in the harbour we had just left.


    I remember being struck by how at home Anthony and Anita were on le Tigre: we were not the only people on the sunset cruise and, with Anthony mostly at the helm and the two of them chatting to the guests and serving drinks, it was easy to see why the only catamaran in the V&A harbour was a popular choice for some of the millions of visitors who headed to the Waterfront every year.


    After the sun had sunk away for the night and we had safely returned to le Tigre’s berth, did we go for drinks at the restaurant on the corner with a bar where Anthony was a regular? I cannot recall if we did on that specific day, but I do remember meeting Anthony at The Green Dolphin many times over the following years. Once his work was properly done, it was just a few steps over to the place where he was able to have his first drink of the day. ‘Come for a catch-up,’ he would call to say, and we would join him to hear tales of his adventures.


    Anthony is pretty wild when he is not sailing, Jeremy had also told me this when he was describing his brother to me ahead of our first meeting. He doesn’t live by the rules of society if he can help it, he added. The only rules he respects are those that govern the sea.


    At the dark wooden bar, where everyone working knew him, I could see this was not just a romantic tale told by a brother in tones of undisguised admiration but the life that Anthony shrugged on, like a well-worn jumper that is always comfortingly at hand, as soon as he had wrapped up for the day – or, as I would come to learn, had properly handed over the yacht he was delivering in ports across the world.


    It was sometimes uncomfortable, watching Anthony drink. Beer after beer, his words becoming more languorous as the night wore on. And there were times when he got into fights, deploying karate moves against real and imagined adversaries who crossed his path on the way to the toilet or to get another drink. But Anthony was never someone you didn’t want to spend time with, and not once did I sense the love that Jeremy, Philippa, Walter and Lenore had for him wavering. Quite the opposite: his family loosened the boundary that surrounds what is accepted to be a social animal in the world, letting the rope slacken and dip down, recognising that this son, brother and uncle was not to be contained in any conventional way.


    The sea, Jeremy always told me, the sea is where Anthony lives his best life. And once his days running le Tigre with Anita drew down after three years, they set up their own parasailing business and ran that for a year, in 1996, handling over 2 000 people (‘without incidence’, he noted in a letter I found).


    Early in 1997, Anthony returned to delivery skipper work.


    His CV filled up.


    He skippered yachts to Durban, Luanda, Zanzibar, Malaysia, Annapolis, the Seychelles. Then, in December 1998, he signed on for his first delivery trip for TUI Marine on board a 45-foot Moorings catamaran, sailing the 7 000 nautical miles from Cape Town to the Bahamas. The charter management and private boat sales division of the Germany-based TUI Group was the biggest delivery skipper employer in town, so it was no surprise that he started contracting with them.


    In the backpack I hauled up from Cape Town, I found a stack of contracts with TUI Marine, a trail of trips that showed Anthony was no milk-run sailor, but someone who criss-crossed the ocean at different times of the year and on different routes, in different weather conditions, many, many times.


    I write this because when Anthony, Reg and Jaryd disappeared, at the urging of our three families the maritime authorities initiated a formal report into the incident. There’s much to say about this, but for now all I will say is that the report showed that its author had most likely only spoken to people who knew the Anthony slouched over the bar and not the one out on the ocean. There, on that never-ending blue, he was at one with whatever yacht he was sailing, in the way of a gifted piano player who has sat at many different pianos. These kinds of rare humans have an intimacy with an inanimate object that few of us will ever properly understand, objects that most of us look at with admiration, sure, but never with the deeply mined connection to it that someone like Anthony had.


    I also write about his drinking because, when Anthony asked me to work on a book with him, he wanted to convey all the shades of his life. He was not interested in a portrait that excluded the dark edges, the tangled messes that at times trailed him and his relationships, the memories he had from childhood about the discipline meted out by his birth father before Lenore left him.


    In the years before he vanished, Anthony would call me most Sunday mornings. It would always start with the same question. ‘How’s my brother?’ he’d say in that slow way of his. ‘And the kids?’ he’d ask a few minutes later.


    The words ‘Anthony Murray’ would reliably light up my phone long before the blazing sun signalled that noon was on its way and that drinking for the day could commence, wherever Anthony was in the world, usually in his Cape Town flat, sometimes in Durban, always when he was between yacht deliveries, never when he was at sea.


    It was during these calls that the idea of the two of us writing a book about his unusual life began to take shape. At the time I thought it would make fascinating reading for anyone interested in sailing and adventures, but also for those who were the opposite of that – people like me, who could never in a million years imagine themselves taking to the ocean not as a way to bring pleasure into their lives but as a way to live. Anthony had told me, too, about the wild adventures he’d had in ports around the world, stories of drinking and sex and sometimes a fight or two which rang true with how I knew him to be when he was not sailing. He wanted these to be part of the book. I am a very good sailor, he’d tell me, but I am also naughty, and I have done lots of naughty things over the years. I don’t want you to leave that out. This must be a truthful story of my life.


    By the time we started talking about a book, Anthony estimated he had sailed around the globe more than twenty times, placing him among the most experienced yacht delivery skippers in the world. ‘500 000 plus miles’ read his outsized, plastic-coated business card. I told him I was curious to know what it took to do blue water sailing, not as a grand adventure for couples or families but as a working person, on behalf of someone else.


    I knew it was going to be hard for me to spend time interviewing him in Cape Town, between parenting and the freelance writing commitments that were an integral part of our family’s income, so I had another idea.


    ‘How about you buy a voice recorder that you can use to capture your stories and memories, and then I will start writing from there?’ I said to him. I also suggested that delivery trips may provide the best opportunity for him to record because being on the ocean could be a good context for him to remember what he wanted to share.


    I did not say what I was also thinking: that, because I knew that Anthony – famously among other sailors and crew – allowed no alcohol on the trips that he was skippering, being on the water meant he would be able to share his tales and thoughts with clarity.


    He bought the Olympus from one of the bigger electronic goods stores in Cape Town and called me to report the fact. ‘I’m ready to rock ’n roll,’ he said, using the phrase he deployed whenever he was poised for action of any kind. ‘Tell me what you need.’


    Details, I said, details of your adventures on the sea and at the ports that you’ve visited. I want to know about the people you’ve met along the way and what you’ve seen out there on the ocean and how that has shaped you. Mostly, I told him, I wanted to know what it takes to point a small yacht towards the wide-open sea, headed for a destination thousands of nautical miles and many weeks away, time after time after time.


    Over the next few months, Anthony reported in.


    He had tested out the device and it was easy to use.


    He had taken it on a trip.


    He was successfully finding time to press record and tell stories while on the ocean.


    He was keeping up with recordings when he was back at his flat, killing time before another delivery.


    He would take the recorder on a few more trips before sending it to me in Johannesburg.


    In the end, he recorded hours and hours of stories for me.


    There is something on them that I keep coming back to, a fragment of a conversation that the voice recorder picked up because it was frequently on, perhaps lying on a table, even when Anthony was not speaking directly into it. I hear Anthony talking on the satellite phone to one of his oldest, closest friends, Michael Harrop, who would often help him with his finances while he was on delivery trips, a friend who died a few years ago, suddenly, shockingly.


    I can only hear his side of the conversation, but it tells me so much about Anthony and the role that being a working skipper played in his life. It is about joy, about work, about being on the ocean; it’s about casting off the contaminations that being on land brought him.


    [image: ] Everything is great, Michael.


    We are having a great trip.


    We have sorted all the small things out.


    Caught a fish.


    I am really enjoying it.


    Good to be out here.


    Cleaning the body.


    Cleaning the mind.

  


  
    [image: ]


    The greatest adventure of all


    There’s no easy way to enter the home of someone who is missing.


    You do the usual things of keying the lock, pressing down on the handle and stepping over the threshold but, this time, there is nothing everyday about the actions that millions and millions of us undertake as we go about our lives. Instead of the anticipation of seeing the person whose belongings fill the space, your heart is filled with dread, so heavy it requires extra effort just to carry it the few steps inside.


    Anthony bought his studio flat in 1997, in a historic building in central Cape Town that was one of the city’s first New York-style loft developments. ‘Industrial chic’ was how the apartments were marketed, a claim having much to do with the building’s bare brick facade and the lift featuring an original cage design, with folding metal doors that give a view onto the building’s floors as they pass by, and which works only if there is an operator inside.


    Philippa and I arrange to pick up the key from the neighbour who keeps Anthony’s spare set. She arrives with Reg’s daughter, Storme. They are both down from Durban for a meeting the families had with the maritime safety authorities the day before and are sharing a rental car.


    We embrace at the building’s entrance but it is hard to know what to say as the lift ascends at a snail’s pace, trailed by the thing that none of us are speaking out loud: What if Anthony is not just missing but no longer alive and we are playing at pretend, thinking we can contemplate sorting out and storing all his stuff and letting out the apartment so that his levies and other bills can be paid in anticipation of his return? What if there is no possibility of him returning to a mailbox overflowing with unpaid account notices? We quickly squash all thoughts of that and focus on the practicalities. The time is approaching when a stranger will have to move into his flat, and that means taking stock of the accumulated things of someone you are still searching for, who you still believe and hope is alive. It is a hard and broken-hearted job.


    That day in May wasn’t the first time that I had been in Cape Town contemplating sorting through things belonging to a beloved, but now absent, family member.


    In January 2003 my dad, Owen, had suffered a heart infarction on a Monday, rallied in hospital on Tuesday and was dead by Wednesday. He was 65 and, at the time, I remember being overwhelmed by the sense that he was far too young. Now that I am just a handful of years off that mark, that feeling has only intensified and I sometimes still cannot believe that so much time with him was snatched away by the failure of a poorly performing muscle.


    When he was taken to Groote Schuur, a
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