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A few words may be in order first. I make no claim to be a sailor with a lifetime of experience voyaging the world’s seas, nor extensively sailing a specific portion of those seas. In keeping with my inclination over the years, to dabble in all sorts of experiences that catch my fancy, my sailing experience is varied.

I must admit, though, that my interest in the sea goes back to my early youth, when some of the first memories I have of reading were about boats, the sea, and sailing—from single-handed round-the-world voyages in the early 1900s, to submarines in WWII, to mid-century undersea explorations of pioneers such as Cousteau. It all sounded exciting and interested me greatly. 

So, I was primed to set out on my sea adventuring at an early age. Yet, being from a farming background, it wasn’t until I was on my own that I was in a position to get myself on the water. My first boat was a wooden 23’ outboard cabin cruiser, which I converted into a commercial salmon troller. This brought an interesting and sometimes challenging window into that particular lifestyle in Southeast Alaska. 

Next was a 30’ sloop, a little stock sailboat which got my wife, son, and me into some great cruising territory, including that of humpback whales, who breached alongside us, and glaciers which dumped ice floes to bump our hull during the night, while anchored. There are many tales from those times. 

Our next boat was a 49’ center cockpit sloop, which we bought with the intention of sailing during our summers off from teaching in Alaska. Although we put in a sabbatical winter season in the Bahamas, we soon realized that this was not a practical plan; we still had too many years before retirement, our son was getting older and had new interests, and the boat was too big for us. We sold it, to go boatless for a few years more.

Retirement came at last, and so did Different Drummer, our next boat, this time a 39’ catamaran. I had been interested in trimarans and catamarans from my high school and college days onward. The concept of more than one hull was fascinating, so I thought it was time to investigate, as is my custom. 

We spent six months during the winters for four years exploring the Bahamas, and moving farther south each year—off-shore for days at a time, as well as island-hopping—to the Turks and Caicos, Dominican Republic, Puerto Rico, the U.S. and British Virgin Islands, and Saint Martin. After that, it was time to turn around and sail back—in a few months, downwind—to Florida, where we sold the boat.

Now, I am back in the Caribbean with another 39’ catamaran, Mariposa, for more small adventures and an escape from cold, wet winters. I just need a warm abode which I can move from island to island, learn about their living inhabitants—human and non-human—and visit the wonderful world of life beneath my floating home at will, while dreaming up tales such as the one you are about to read.
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The black of the starless Atlantic night formed an impenetrable backdrop to the undulating watery stage of waves and foam as a small sailboat performed its rushing dance toward an unseen destination, hundreds of miles beyond. It rose, twisted, and faltered with the swelled sea, then fell again, into the rhythm of the wind and tumbling waves. 

Light from the mast running lights cast a slight glow upon the taut, white sails, but even this disappeared into the gloom of the night, a few feet from the boat. In the open cockpit, a movement, a seeming phantom, riding this steed into the unknown; a sailor was plying his calling.

Gregory shivered slightly and pulled his jacket tighter about himself, not so much against the cold—for in this tropical air it is rarely actually cold—but more against the blackness, which seemed to send fingers of inquiry into every loose fold of his being, and seek a toehold of doubt for the incubation of that greater challenge, fear. 

No matter how many night passages he had sailed, night watch was always unsettling. There were some, he had to admit, which were not so bad, such as when the stars burned brilliantly overhead, or when the moon was sufficiently full to almost radiate a warmth of its own. 

No, those nights weren’t so bad and almost enjoyable. Yet, there always lurks the possibility of the unseen, and that was why he insisted on watches being stood, either by himself or his son, now sleeping below. Even out in these desolate spaces of the ocean there are dangers, primarily from a collision with small, poorly-lit inter-island freighters, or semi-submerged shipping containers lost during a distant storm, or even yachts deluded into the habit of running unlit because of the false security of the vastness of the sea. 

The sea doesn’t care, Gregory thought, only humans do, if they are of a mind to. He shivered again. These thoughts, so easily brought on late at night, seemed to only get worse. He deliberately shifted focus and stared blankly at the red glow of the compass centered before him.

Gregory was not a large man, but was built for endurance. His middle-age years were still fairly well hidden in the slightly boyish face, emphasized by a broad grin which crinkled the corners of his eyes. He was normally clean-shaven, but for the last few days he had let this ritual slip, and now had an irregular shadow of discoloration about his chin, making his tiredness even more pronounced in the darkness. 

Yes, the night—in fact, these last days of sailing—was taking its toll, and he felt the need for rest. 

Time to change watch, he decided, and David’s sleeping form below slowly coalesced in his mind. His face cracked slightly in a smile of relief. 

His son. Yes, David could relieve him from the aches which now stiffened his body. The thought of the sandy-haired, thin-faced boy sleeping below, probably dreaming the sweet dreams of youth at this very minute, filled Gregory with pleasure.

And David was indeed deep into the depths of teenage fantasy. He rustled fitfully on his bunk, as his mind’s eye carried him deeper into his dream... 

He’s struggling to find something, ill-defined and uncertain. Colored shapes around him move in and out of his vision, his grasp. Hard, rocky ground presses against his hands and feet uncomfortably. What he’s looking for is supposed to be near him—warm and comforting; feminine. 

Yes, it’s the girl who has appeared in his dreams before, laughing as she dashes from rock to rock, behind one dense forest shrub then another. He can never get her to stop and hold still. But if she did stop, would he call out to her? Doubtful. His courage with girls has always been fleeting, so why would it be different now? 

And there she is again, just standing quietly, as if waiting for something. What? Waiting for what? Could it be for him she’s waiting—for him to say something? Time is slowing down, moving as dense as syrup. 

David tries to call to her, but his mouth will barely open, and the only sound he can force out is a sort of groaning, “Wuh-h-h-h!” Yet, his mind is alert. He knows he’s failing, but his body will not do as commanded. He tries to call again and again. The girl starts to slowly turn, as if to leave, and he strains harder to call out. But something is pulling him back, restraining his every attempt to turn to her, to call out...

“David! David!” Rough hands shook his shoulder. 

He moaned lightly, “Wh-u-ut! Wai-ai-t!” More shoving at his body, and he suddenly pushed back at the thing tormenting him. “What?” he growled, half-awake, then looked up. 

His father was standing above him, outlined dimly in the light, his thick, brown hair windblown and the yellow foul-weather jacket shiny, as trickles of sea spray found their way to the cabin floor.

“I need a break for a few minutes. It’s going to be a long night, and I need you to stand watch for a while.” Gregory looked more closely at his son, gave him a light shake to get an answering nod, then turned back into the main cabin of the boat. Leaning heavily to one side, to counter the angle of the heeling boat, he lurched at the companionway stairs to gain access to the cockpit again.

David groaned, foggily. Yuk! He hated to go out and stand watch at night while they were under sail. Especially on nights like this, when it was pitch-black outside—no moon, just a few stars poking indiscriminately through the darker inkiness of the clouds. 

You can’t tell where the water ends and the sky begins. You can’t even see the bow of the boat, for God’s sake. Ugh! He rolled over in his bunk, tighter against the port side where he was downhill, so to speak, and tightly wedged into his bed.

Gregory waited for his son, but he never came. Still, the trip down below did me some good, he thought. He was more awake now. 

He stared at the glow of the compass rose. It rolled and tilted, but always swung back to their heading: 1270 southeast. A thin grin spread on his shadowed face, as he thought of the trusty little autopilot humming down below in the engine compartment, unfailingly steering them toward their destination. 

He glanced outside the dodger which only partially covered the sloop’s open cockpit, but quite effectively broke the main force of the spray, and the 17-knot wind which blew steadily just aft of the beam, slightly downwind. 

A good wind for making progress. 

In four days they should be off Puerto Rico, then into the Virgin Islands. At least after that they could take it easy for a while, instead of pushing on as hard as they’d been doing. 

Gregory thought of his son, obviously having fallen back to sleep—seventeen years old now and trying to grow into his rangy, almost-man body, which was already nearly as tall as Gregory. Growing into a man’s mindset of responsibility was another matter, however. 

David seemed immature, given to excessive daydreaming and flights of fancy—at least Gregory thought so—and this was a challenge he constantly struggled with. Now David was probably asleep and dreaming again. 

The thought sat soggily in Gregory’s mind for a few minutes, and he slowly drifted back to thinking about the task of sailing. He glanced at his watch: 11:15 p.m. Well into night now. The sails look okay; on course. Another look around: nothing to be seen. 

I guess I can make it a while longer, he thought. Maybe another half hour until it’s his full turn at watch. Not much sense waking him for only a few minutes of rest just now, he reasoned. 

He settled back comfortably against the cabin, under the protecting dodger. The rushing, gurgling water swept by and lulled him into the rhythmic, lifting roll of the sea swells. And the small boat was swallowed into the blackness of the night, its white stern light dipping behind the swells, growing dimmer, dimmer, and eventually disappearing.
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The murky dream shapes were moving about David once again, but this time more boisterously, swaying and rolling with an unfamiliar rhythm which sometimes seemed to lift him free of the hard, rocky ground and toss him frantically into the air, clawing and clutching at whatever might be near, to save him from a certain tumble. But nothing was near.

David rolled up against the chain locker door at the head of his bunk and, as he groggily awoke, he felt his body lift quickly with the bow of the boat, then be dropped airborne. His head hit the small locker door; the sharp pain jolted him further awake. Damn! That hurt! He quickly rolled upwards on his bed, against the heeling of the boat, just in time to save himself from another resounding crack. 

The heavy thud of water against the hull and following hissing sound forced him to take further notice of his situation. Heavy seas or the wind has changed, he numbly thought. The bow lifted again and bit into the oncoming wave, but this time the boat didn’t shudder as before, and seemed to work more comfortably.

He lay there sprawled out, hands grasping the edge of the bunk, his mind still half-caught in the dream. The murky shapes were still slowly swirling in and out of his thoughts, but had mostly settled into an impenetrable haze which refused to clear. David reconciled himself to the fading dream, and gradually forced his awareness into the present. 

He stared at the darkness of his cabin. The boat was sailing smoothly again, though somewhere above a sail was flapping noisily, demanding attention. Wind must be changing, he vaguely thought. Dad should be adjusting the sails. But the beating continued. 

He pulled himself into a sitting position and ran his hands through his tousled hair. Then, pulling them down to his face, he rubbed his thin fingers over his eyes, to hopefully clear his faint vision in the small cabin. Braced against a bulkhead wall, he groped around on a shelf for his watch. 

Finding it, he pressed the light button and held the watch close to his face, to read the digital numbers: 4:30 a.m. An involuntary groan rumbled in his chest, and he lay back down again to drift in and out of sleep, in hopes that the dream would return. 

After several lengthy, fitful attempts for it to reappear, he finally woke up enough to conclude it wasn’t coming back. He sat up silently, rocked by the rhythm of the boat, before he sighed in resignation and shoved himself off the bunk. He was sort of hungry, anyway. Might as well get up and see what Dad’s doing. He stumbled toward the galley and companionway.

Stopping to grab a couple of cookies, he climbed barefoot up the companionway ladder for a couple of steps and peered up into the cockpit. The steering pedestal, with its compass binnacle light casting a slightly reddish edge of highlight to the cockpit shapes, dominated the center. The metal steering wheel glinted coldly as it moved in short, little jerks, in response to the commands of the autopilot. The blackness above was filled with the sounds of the sea swirling past, the humming of the wind through the rigging, and the snapping of the luffing sail. Everything seemed in place, except for the sail. 

So, where’s Dad? 

A blanket piled with some cushions, against the cabin under the dodger, showed where he must have curled up for comfort and some sleep, but that was all. The sea and wind chorused loudly, and the boat rhythmically slid off the crest of one unseen swell, down to meet another. David stood there, not yet quite fully awake, but enough to be dimly aware that something might not be right. I’ll check it out.

“Dad?” he cautiously called out into the open cockpit. His voice still had the slight croak of male adolescence but was approaching the huskiness of manhood. 

“Hey, Dad!” This time he called more forcefully and deeply. No response. He’s out on deck, he finally concluded, as he climbed up into the cockpit and looked forward, over the protection of the dodger canvas. The force of the wind and a misting of spray immediately snapped him fully awake. It was pitch black out; nothing could be seen ahead or at the side. 

“Dad!” This time his voice was stronger, more strained from the necessity of fighting the pressing wind, but also from a rising panic within. His voice lost in the void, he called again and again, still no response. Pulling back into the protection of the dodger, David slumped down heavily on the cockpit seat, and tried to force his perceptions into some kind of logical sense. 

If he’s not up here, he’s got to be... down below! Dad must be below somewhere, of course. He grasped at the idea and tumbled down the companionway ladder.

But where could he be? His mind raced. It’s such a small boat, but where else...? 

He groped and found a cabin light. There was the galley to starboard, on the left was the port navigation table and electrical panel, forward was the small dinette, and opposite a settee seat. To starboard were the head and toilet, and forward of that was his cabin. He lurched to the head and jerked open the door, where he flicked on the light. The gleaming white toilet stool greeted him with a wide grin.

As he reached to snap off the light, a reflected image in the mirror above the sink grabbed his attention. His longish shock of hair was disheveled and his white T-shirt was twisted awry—but what disturbed him most were his eyes, wild and fearful in their green depths. He had always worked hard at faking being cool and collected, especially when trying to impress girls or friends. But, what’s that face? Who’s that frightened rabbit?

Dad’s cabin! the thought exploded. Of course, he’s there! And David tumbled the short distance back to the nav station. His father’s berth was just aft of the chart table, under the cockpit above. David reached and hesitated. But, what if he’s...? 

He pushed aside the folding door to the small enclosure and numbly stood there. The small ship rose and fell with the waves, unmindful of the dawning terror within its protective hull. 

David reached forward into the dark and felt the pile of covers on the bed. He knelt on top and stretched farther back, to mindlessly finish the task of searching the rumpled bedding. 

No one there.

What the hell...? This doesn’t make sense.

The swelling storm of fear that had been gathering burst upon him. 

Dad’s gone! The thought and words boomed in his racing mind. He’s gone! But... where? 

His throat swelled tighter, choking the rising well of emotion which struggled for release. “Hey, Dad!” he called out. Then again, more forcefully, “Dad?” Finally, it erupted: “Dad!” he screamed, in more childhood terror than he had ever before felt. Tears flooded his eyes, smearing his vision as he screamed again, and clawed his way to the cockpit once more.

But there was no relief here, either; his blurred gaze revealed the same scene that had greeted him before. Crying and shouting into the wind, David turned his attention to the inky, wet deck forward. Knowing somewhere within himself that this effort was also futile, he nonetheless lifted himself out and around the dodger, into the wind and spray, to stumble along the cabin sides. 

He held tightly to the grab rails and mast stays as he made his way forward, his vision clearing somewhat in the coolness of the air. Finally, he was near the bow. The quick rising and falling of the boat at that point made him stop. He could see there was no sense in continuing; there was nothing beyond.

The spray off the bow was heavy and he was getting soaked. The mainsail fluttered and snapped above him—the source of his first awakening. He looked up briefly and caught a glimpse of a few pinpricks of starlight, piercing the clouds which swiftly scudded by. Glancing down, he stepped up onto the cabin top, clasping his arms tight to the mast, and looked out beyond the perimeter of the boat. 

The sea was not to be seen, only felt. Felt not only by the motion transmitted through this small ship, but felt also as a presence, something which you knew was there, vast and important, but not seen. It was a chilling sensation for David, cold and alien; terrifying to him now.

He stood there clinging for some time. His tears had stopped and his throat was not so tight, though still raw from crying out. Wetness and chill forced him to finally move aft, back to the protection of the cockpit, where he sat down heavily under the dodger and gathered the blanket around himself. He again gave in to uncontrolled sobs.  

The steering wheel continued its little dance of jerks and turns, and the mainsail still snapped in the wind, protesting its lack of trim. It just doesn’t make sense. He slowly regained control of his crying. There was no logic to it all. How can he not be aboard? 

Through clearing eyes, David stared numbly at the cockpit’s shape and contents, unconsciously going over each little detail. At last, his eyes stopped at the steel railing at the stern, just aft of the steering seat, behind which the water swirled and gurgled, as it smoothly led out from behind the boat. Something was different, though he couldn’t quite place it. Soon, his awareness cleared and focused. 

Yes! That’s it: it’s gone! The horse-shoe life-ring is gone! 

Excitement rising, he scrambled back to the railing. And the man-overboard pole, too! They’re both gone! His mind leapt to gather the implications of this discovery. His dad was in the practice of trailing a knotted rope with a float astern, which was tied to the ring and pole; “So if anyone falls overboard, they can just grab the rope, and the gear will be pulled out to aid in their rescue.”

Well, if it’s gone then he fell overboard, David’s thoughts raced, and he’s at least got a chance with those to hold onto! But the sudden welling of hope was dashed, as he looked out at the total blackness astern, and felt the wildness of the sea and wind. He could see absolutely nothing, and a sense of overwhelming desperation returned.

But I have to do something! he thought, as he struggled to reclaim his confidence. Maybe Dad’s only been gone a few minutes. Maybe he’s back there waving at me, waiting for me to come back. I’ve got to go back! 

David thought of the time. How long? How long have I been up now? He felt his wrist for the nonexistent watch. Quickly, he looked into the cabin, at the chronometer on the bulkhead: 5:00 a.m. God! A half-hour. Has it been that long since I first woke up? What’ve I been doing, for Christ’s sake? He remembered drifting in and out of sleep.

Grimacing with anger, he turned to the cockpit to take action. Then, he froze. Exactly what was he going to do? He couldn’t see anything. The boat was on autopilot; the wind would be in the wrong direction; the sails were up... and...  and... so what could he do? 

Well, shut off the damn autopilot! He reached down to the control panel. Immediately, the boat began to round up into the wind and waves. The sails luffed with cracking gunshot sounds, and the controlling sheets snapped like whips in the air. The boat rolled and pitched tremendously before David finally reached to turn on the autopilot again, and it steered the boat back onto its previous course. Recovering from the panic of that experiment, he contemplated the next option. 

He could lower the sails and start the motor, then he could go back against the wind—not easily, but supposedly it could at least be done. The motor was no problem; he had started and operated it many times, while anchoring and powering from place to place. He felt heartened by that thought. 

Then there were the sails... and his growing optimism plummeted. That was different; it was sort of a mystery to him. Oh, he understood the theory and all—where the lines went, and so on. Well, sort of, he had to admit. He had never shared his dad’s enthusiasm about sailing and more or less envisioned himself as a passenger on his father’s dream. 

Not that the effort to teach had not been made—he had been enrolled in a sailing school class, and his dad always tried to teach him more while on their boat—he had just never been a willing student. Consequently, he never truly learned what he had been exposed to. Now David cursed that student. Why didn’t I pay attention? Sure, he would help out on Endeavor if his dad asked, but the fear of being able to control all the power in those white, billowing tower clouds had petrified him, and he never got over it—never cared to. And now the fear held him prisoner.

He stared at the taut lines wrapped around the winches and felt the vibrating strength of the sails transmitted through the mast and hull. It brought the boat alive, and he was an unwilling rider on this tightly-reined beast. 

Tears rimmed his eyes again and his throat tightened. His frustration rose as he cursed the thing within him that had made him so obstinate, refusing to take an interest and learn what was now so vital. 

He cursed the impossibility of his situation and despaired at the realization that he had to do something. It was his dad out there, his father, the man who took care of him and bought him cotton candy and took him on carnival rides and... David’s mind slipped back momentarily to memories long forgotten—to memories of his dad and him as a child.

But he had to do something, and quickly! Blackness leapt at him from all sides. Even if he was able to get the sails down and the boat turned around, then what? Where would he look? His dad could have disappeared hours ago. 

In frustration, his thoughts rambled over the problem and possibilities, and a vague remembrance of earlier that night wriggled its way to the surface.

Dad tried to wake me earlier. What was it he wanted? His mind struggled to remember and finally did: He wanted me to stand watch while he caught some sleep. 

And, with that last memory, David sank yet even lower into depression. “My god, I did it! I killed him,” he sputtered. And, tears streaming, he threw himself back against the cockpit side, horrified by what he had remembered.
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David huddled against the cabin bulkhead, his throat aching and tears blinding his vision. He pulled even tighter into himself and cursed his stupidity, his obstinacy, his arrogance, his... his... very existence. He walled himself off from the clutching awareness of the crisis, by wallowing in self-reprisal and pity, and he soon started to feel sorry for himself. 

Why did Dad drag me off on this trip, after all? I didn’t ask to go. I was perfectly happy back at home, with all my friends. Who wants to go out where there’s nothing to do but stare at miles and miles of water, anyway? 

He cleared his eyes with the back of his hand, and his chest loosened as he began cursing the boat, wind, sea, sails, monotonous food eaten, work he’d had to do, places they visited... And, as memories of places they had visited rolled into awareness, his cursing gradually ceased.

Other memories, recent memories, also floated in on the tide of anger. Well, some of it was okay, he let the admission slide in. His mind rambled for a moment, then stopped as he remembered the time his father was trying on hats in the Nassau Straw Market in the Bahamas. His dad was determined to buy one—“I’ll need it for the sun,”—but the choices were rather out of character for him. He and David broke up with laughter after he put on one particular hat with a very large brim and a fake bird’s nest perched on top. The gaudy colors and size were completely out of character, but his dad bought it just on impulse. That was what was so neat about the moment: his dad never bought anything on impulse, let alone something as absurd as this bird hat! 

And that was the image which halted David’s orgy of pity, freeing him to swim back to the edge of this black pit of desperation.

“I’ve got to try to find him, damn it,” he announced aloud, in a determined voice, and pushed himself up. His mind cleared as he stood, struggling to decide what to do first, and in a moment he carefully started to act. 

Once again he switched off the autopilot and, as the boat rounded into the wind, he freed the sheets from the winches, so that the sails luffed freely in the wind. 

With the boat now facing more into the waves, it was hard to keep his balance—yet, except for some violent lurches into a cockpit seat, he managed fairly well. The mainsail and jib immediately began flogging frantically in the wind, but the pressure was now off, so they began to slide down the mast and the forestay toward the deck as he let go of the supporting halyard lines. 

Good, David thought, as he scrambled toward the sails. With one hand clasping the mast and the other clawing at the flapping expanse of the main, he gradually managed to get the sail to the boom and tie a couple of sail-ties around it. Not very neat, but under control, he congratulated himself. 

Now the jib. Since this smaller sail was hanked onto the forestay, he needed to go all the way forward, to the very point of the bow, and pull the sail down the stout cable that reached the top of the mast. It normally slid freely to a nice pile in the bow but, now whipping in the wind, the upper half rode up and down the forestay with each pitch of the waves, like a jockey riding a racehorse. 

David cautiously stepped forward on the tossing deck, as the boat headed into the wind. He had almost made it to the jib when the deck seemed to fall out from under him, and just as quickly rise, to momentarily toss him into the air. When his feet again made solid contact, he was three feet away from where he had left. 

The deck slanted steeply as the boat rose to meet another large swell, and David instantly lost his footing and fell, sliding down the deck toward the railing, as a sheet of seawater poured over the bow. Slipping in the wetness, he grasped for whatever he could find, his mind blank with surprise. Before he could locate a handhold, the boat found him; he smashed against a leeward safety-line stanchion and into the safety netting his father had rigged, for such a need as David had now found.

Frightened and soaking wet, he lay for a brief moment in the security of the net, hands now tightly clamped to the supporting stanchion. His mind was numb with the swiftness of the event, and its seriousness. Slowly, though, another thought swirled about and finally took shape. 

Was this what happened to Dad? Safety harness—I didn’t remember to put one on. Maybe Dad didn’t, either. The image of his father on deck, not wearing a harness, being tossed off the bow and missing the net, played through David’s mind like a child with a video remote control. Again and again the scenes of possibilities ran, sometimes slow, sometimes fast: variations from the bow, walking along the deck, even being tossed out of the cockpit. 

No, the cockpit scenario wasn’t likely, he had to admit. It was most probably similar to his experience: in a moment of carelessness, Dad not heeding his own preaching about the use of a harness. With this image fixed in memory, it stripped away a bit more of the unreality of his father’s disappearance.

Convinced of his conclusion, David carefully pulled himself along the deck to the cabin top and, grasping the grab rails, worked his way back to the cockpit. What a relief to get into that secure place! 

But, now what? The jib flapped raucously and David tried to think. Something else was needed, but what? The violent tossing of the boat, now
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