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        When a man loses everything,

        that is when the possibilities begin.

      

      

      Ron had it all: the career, the big house, the sailing hobby, the great girlfriend. He always looked ahead, never behind. Never had to. Until the day it all went away.

      Left with nothing but his boat and a childhood dream of circumnavigating the globe, he set sail, looking for the future.

      When a storm lashes him during his first crossing, he finally looks at what he left behind.
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        Strain of Juan de Luca

        Washington State

        1/2 kilometer offshore

      

      

      The temperature dropped a few degrees as Ron’s sailboat broke free of the Strait and rode out onto the broad Pacific Ocean off the Washington coast. The slight change to the sky-blue, sun-warmed May day shouldn’t have sent a shiver across his shoulders, but it took an act of will to stop it.

      For better or worse he’d done it, and felt as if he’d shed a hundred pounds.

      That was a good sign, right?

      Actually, a lot more weight than that. Someone had once told him that the tidal flow through the Strait of Juan de Fuca was four billion gallons. Every twelve hours, sixteen cubic kilometers of seawater rushed in and back out along its hundred-and-sixty-kilometer length. Around the thousand inlets and islands of Puget Sound and the inside passage of Vancouver Island, the tide rose and fell three meters twice a day. And now that massive flow had flushed his sailboat out into the Pacific Ocean like a piece of flotsam.

      No, thoughtlessly aiming ahead was his past. Climb the corporate ladder. Buy a nicer house. Drive a better car. Work waaaay too many hours. Starting today, rather than passively riding the tides of his own life, he could make choices.

      He’d dug his own burnout hole fair and square. Worse, he’d spent over a decade turning that rut into a mine-deep trench. It was only now that he was starting to see its vast, dark depths.

      A rut with a view. Hell of an upgrade, Ron.

      For the first time, maybe ever, he saw the cascading pile-up of his life to date. Like a whole chain of cars on a foggy interstate. And it had all been his own doing. To himself.

      It was a struggle, but Ron managed not to puke over the side of the boat. Once he suppressed that urge as well, he repointed the boat to stop the flapping of the sails.

      This was a new chapter…or “the last act of a desperate man.” He really didn’t need Sheriff Bart from Blazing Saddles pointing out the possibility that this was the most colossal mistake he’d ever made, which would be saying something.

      The whole crowd of gulls that had been screaming overhead, asking if he was a fishing boat, ceased their constant inquiries and settled onto the waves or flew back to shore. One by one they fell behind until only the occasional bird swooped down to see if he was interesting before continuing on its way.

      Nothing at all like a fishing boat, his forty-eight-foot Cheoy Lee was a sailboat designed for an ocean crossing. She was fiberglass white with mahogany trim and handrails. Clean lines, cutter rigged with a single tall mast, and he especially liked the mid-ship’s cockpit tucked under the main boom. Rather than low in the stern, the ship’s wheel and U-shaped teak bench seat perched a third of the way forward. He had a cloth dodger with plastic windows when he needed sun protection in the tropics, but here in the mild Pacific Northwest, he liked being open to the wind and occasional bits of spray.

      Ron eyed the land to the north and south warily in case it was some kind of trick and those sixteen cubic kilometers were about to suck him back into his old life. The strait was twenty kilometers wide here, from the southern curve of Vancouver Island, a dark green line to the north, to Cape Flattery, close aboard to the south. More importantly to the Cape Flattery lighthouse on Tatoosh Island.

      He’d always thought that Tatoosh looked like an upside-down saucepan half-sunk in the ocean when he’d viewed it from land. The circular island lay a kilometer offshore the northwesternmost point of the continental US. Its ten-story-tall vertical cliffs and flat top three hundred meters across was only broken by the old lighthouse and a handful of trees hardy enough to claw upward despite the horrendous storms that so often battered this section of the coast.

      Open water lay to his right and Tatoosh had definitely fallen several degrees behind the port beam of the Brise. He was definitely at sea.

      He’d wanted to name his Cheoy Lee 48 Mu—after H. P. Lovecraft’s lost continent. Teresa had pointed out that naming a sailboat after a mythical land was one thing. But naming it after a mythical land that had sunk forever beneath the ocean after a war with Atlantis might not be the best idea.

      He didn’t speak French, but she did, and she’d made Breeze sound so lovely in that language that he’d caved easily. She’d always been able to do that to him since the first time she’d asked him out for pizza.

      Ron stared upward at his sails, blinding in the sunny morning sun despite his sunglasses, and drawing well with the northwesterlies as he turned downwind. Then he looked out at the long eight-foot rollers driving landward. Last landfall for these waves had probably been the Aleutian Islands or Japan at twice the distance. Maybe even New Zealand at twice that again.

      He drew in a deep breath of air so fresh it might have been newly created for his use alone. The cleansing flow almost tickled as it dragged the crap out of his lungs.

      The corporate crap.

      The house renovation crap that had taken up every spare moment and dollar when he wasn’t scrambling to keep a computer network functional on an office-wide scale.

      The whole social scene crap that he’d always sucked at, and felt incompetent about every time he was somehow snared in by his friends. At least the few friends who hadn’t shed him as too much bother long ago.

      He nudged the wheel over a few points and eased the sails to match the new heading. His first planned landfall would be in San Francisco for his deep-sea adventure. There were sea stacks to well off the coast, but fifty kilometers offshore would leave him plenty of leeway and still place him within ten hours of reaching port in a storm. Less if he used the engine.

      The only other time he’d been out on the open ocean he’d been nine years old with Dad. The feeling of freedom had been terribly exhilarating and remarkably brief.

      Every summer since before he could remember, the family had spent two weeks in a small cottage on the Cape Cod shore with other friends in nearby rentals. It was the big annual outing for the family and for their fourteen-foot Sunfish sailboat. One family had a ski boat, another a small dinghy with an outboard good for puttering out to the best mid-harbor sandbars for digging clams. The Sunfish was a sprightly sailer that Ron had mastered by the time he was seven, at least on calm waters.

      One bright day, he and Dad had taken the Sunfish through the cut that separated Nauset Harbor, with plenty of good sailing for such a small boat, out onto the Atlantic.

      Ron twisted to look behind him as if he could see across the continent to that long-ago adventure. Three thousand miles and twenty years away, dude.

      They hadn’t made it more than a hundred yards offshore. A big wave had capsized them mere minutes from shore. They’d had lifejackets, and it was a common occurrence in the tiny boat and easily rectified under normal conditions. If there hadn’t been a handy sandbar to duck behind, it would have been much harder to right the boat in the big rollers sweeping toward the beach.

      Ron laughed, though it was a sad sound that caught hard in his throat.

      Back then his father had known everything. He was Dad after all. In retrospect, Ron could see that the big wave that had flipped them into the ocean had probably been because his father had sailed them too close to that sandbar to begin with. The rise in the ocean bed had created the big wave and the capsize had been inevitable.

      And now, in his thirties, Ron knew he was a far better sailor than Dad had ever been despite all of Dad’s snide comments to the contrary.

      The little Sunfish sailboat had taught Ron to dream long before that brief sea adventure. A dream of circumnavigating the globe. As a pre-teen, he’d read every book he could find at the library from Cook and Bligh to Chichester and Slocum. But he wasn’t supposed to be doing this first big crossing solo.

      He and Pop Sam, sailing together around the world. That had been his childhood fantasy. But Pop Sam had died the year when Ron was eight, a year before even that first adventure out onto a big ocean.

      Not once had he ever thought of going with his father, and in retrospect, he could finally guess why. With Dad everything was a competition and always had been. Yet sailing, whether alone in Nauset Harbor on Cape Cod or during a blustery race on Puget Sound with a crew of eight, was the one place that Ron ever felt as if everything was easy.

      Yeah, a whole lot of shit he was leaving behind. And, God damn it, he was going to leave it behind now.

      He spun the wheel to starboard then winched in the main and jib sails as he turned to head farther offshore.

      Not San Francisco. He’d already been there a few times anyway. If he was going around the world then, by God, he was going around the world. He could always visit San Francisco on the way home if he still wanted to.

      New life! New course! Hoo-rah! Or did military guys say Oo-rah? Or… Doesn’t matter. Sail on! Yeah, he’d use that.

      New life! New course! Sail on! It was good. And change from his trench-deep rut was way past due.

      He’d cross the California current as he rode it south to well offshore Baja, then pick up the high side of the northern equatorial current to the west.

      As if confirming the rightness of his choice, a pair of dolphins slid in front of him, coming from somewhere dolphiny. Or porpoisy.

      Then the Mock turtle said, ‘No wise fish would go anywhere with a porpoise.’

      Thank you Alice in Wonderland.

      Though maybe he was going to sea with a sense of dolphin. If so, what did that mean? He really had to look up how to tell them apart.

      As Brise forged ahead, the pair played in the bow waves, rarely jumping clear of the water, but enjoying the race.

      Ron trimmed for a little more speed, not that he could begin to match them, but it was fun to make it more interesting for them. For fifteen minutes they cruised along with him before disappearing as abruptly as they’d arrived. Did dolphins, or porpoises, have underwater teleportation? Sonar that created a large blinking, Fun over there! sign in their heads? That would be cool.

      Brise journeyed on without dolphins or sea gulls to keep her company. She rode well over the waves. The Cheoy Lee was a perfect compromise between a lean uncomfortable racing boat and a slow, fat and wallowing cruiser. Big enough to be comfortable as a liveaboard and narrow enough to move well. The only sounds were the slight slap of the rigging as he crested each wave, the continuous background rush of water peeled open by his fin keel, and the shushing of the ocean closing behind him, leaving no more than a whitish patch of water, full of turbulated air that dissipated quickly.

      With all the lines routed into the cockpit, she was easy to single-hand. No crew required, just he and Brise. It was enough.

      Next stop Hawaii. His wide swing to the south, rather than striking for the most direct line across the easter gyre of the North Pacific, should provide much steadier winds.

      Maybe he’d find a worthy sailing companion there.

      It certainly hadn’t been Teresa Compton.
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