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And if again, one of the gods shall wreck me on the wine-dark sea, I will be patient still, bearing within my breast a heart well-tried with trouble.

Odysseus

It is the fault of your limited outlook, and not the fault of the essence of things, if you believe that you see firm land anywhere in the ocean of becoming and passing.

Heraclitus


We Go Where We Dream

Victory moved east through St. Mary’s Entrance toward the open Atlantic. Her bow smashed forward chopping like a meat cleaver. Boom! Bang! Boom! My buddy Pete and I struggled to maintain control, tacking, and then tacking again to stay away from the black toothy rocks of the double jetty. The tide was going out at three knots, and the wind was coming in at thirty. Victory was bumping and grinding like a belly dancer. She was right on the edge of control. At one point the weather helm was so bad I couldn’t get her to turn off the wind. She wanted to round up like a weather vane. After I eased out the main sheet, the weather helm decreased, and I was able to regain steerage. The eight-foot waves were like brick walls topped with foam. They towered and crumbled as Victory bashed through, slamming and shuddering, her bow scooping saltwater that raced down her deck. Even though her mainsail was double reefed, and her headsail was a heavy number four, she was overpowered in the gusts. Her motion was so violent I couldn’t stand up without hanging on for dear life. She plunged into the oncoming waves like a halfback into a line of muscle bound tackles. My mouth was cotton dry.

Pete was on the helm and when we slammed into a big wave, he would yee-haw loudly. He was having a good time. All the rolling and pitching made me think about the bull riders I’d seen at rodeos when I was a kid growing up in the Mojave Desert of Southern California. I remember seeing one rider after another lying stomped and broken in the dust. The ambulance was constantly coming and going, picking up mangled cowboys. I never understood why guys wanted to climb onto those huge bulls. Then I thought about me and Pete riding on Victory, bucking and blasting our way into the distant Atlantic where the seas were running eight to ten feet.

“Yee-haw!” Pete shouted. “This is more fun than riding the Double Hammer at the county fair!”

I was feeling queasy for the first time in years. I couldn’t wait to clear the inlet so we could head south and put the wind on the beam. It was going to be a fast trip. Victory is an old two ton IOR boat. She was designed by Ed Dubois, built in Essex, England, has a PHRF of 33, a carbon fiber hull, a triple spreader rig, and a glorious history in yacht racing. She was lead boat on the English team that won the Admiralty Cup Competition in 1981. That makes her a world champion, and one of the fastest IOR boats ever built. Her full name is Victory of Burnham on Crouch.

The October air was cold, and I was soaked to the skin. “Get ready to tack,” I said through parched lips. “Bring her around slow so I don’t have to do a lot of grinding. I think we can make it this time.”

This was our third try at clearing St. Mary’s Entrance, which marks the northern end of Amelia Island, Florida, where the small town of Fernandina Beach is located. On two previous attempts the wind had been gusting to over thirty. The waves were so high and square that we ran for cover, ate humble pie for supper, and then waited for the next morning to come so we could try again. It was a matter of pride.

This time around the inlet seemed to be a little less turbulent; and after we decided to have a go, my fearful anticipation quickly gave way to the exhilaration of living on the edge. Another wave broke down the windward side and thudded on board. I wiped the saltwater from my eyes and began to grin. I thought we would win this time around; but I was far from certain. Victory was being tried and tested.

“Once we clear the inlet the waves will lay down a bit,” I yelled. My mouth was so dry my lips were sticking to my teeth, and ‘bit’ came out sounding like wit.

Alas, I am far from fearless when confronted by natural forces that can squash you like a bug.

“Hang on!” I yelled at Pete. “Here comes a big one!”

Bloosh!

“I won’t need to take a shower today,” he said with a big grin, turning the helm to port to keep Victory from rounding up.

“I hope nothing breaks,” I said, shouting over the noise of the waves and wind.

Then I glanced up and down the mast checking the shrouds, the spreaders, the backstay, and the forestay. If Victory held together, I thought we would make it. And if she didn’t? Well, I still had a few dollars left in my cruising kitty to pay for repairs. But weighing the odds, I knew they were tilting in our favor. A vision of palm trees, white coral sand, clear warm water, and beautiful women in bikinis began to drift through my mind. I knew where I wanted to drop the anchor.

That Victory was under sail again was a miracle. She was headed for oblivion when I found her anchored in the south end of the harbor at Fernandina Beach. At the time I was living on a modest cruiser that had a bad engine in need of repair; this is what brought me to Fernandina Beach. And while I waited for engine parts to arrive in the mail, I grew curious about the big blue forty-five footer that was anchored nearby. Eventually I decided to take a closer look. What I saw filled me with indignation. She had numerous dents and dings, blistered paint, scrapes and scratches, a bent and broken bow pulpit, frozen winches, running rigging that came apart in my hands, two feet of pluff mud in her bilge, a rusty frozen engine, a forestay connected by a broken come-along, broken beer bottles in her cockpit, a rotten tire for a boarding ladder, and an interior that looked like a loaded trash compactor. A local thief had also stolen four of her fourteen winches. At first glance she looked hopelessly terminal.

But a second glance revealed an economy of design that was elegant, with nothing wasted, and nothing overdone. Her easy sheer line, and reverse transom, made her look lean and fast, and her wide beam gave her an air of stability and poise. A third visit turned into a forth, and soon enough I was talking with her negligent owner. A short time later I sold my modest cruiser and bought Victory at a give-away price. His negligence was my good fortune. Then I moved on board and began to put things in order.

After we finally cleared the long south jetty, I eased the starboard sheet and let Victory fall off on port tack. Our course was just east of south. Although a good sea was running, there was no current, and the waves were no longer square. This change in the sea state produced an easier ride, and once the autopilot was engaged, and the sails trimmed, Pete and I were left with nothing to do but watch the ocean whiz by. The main battle was over and Victory had come through in good form. As for me, my tongue felt like a strip of duct tape and I was very thirsty. When I went below for a glass of water, I discovered that many of the things we had carefully stowed away had given into the law of inertia, the one that says an object at rest will remain at rest until acted upon by some outside force… or words to that effect. Obviously, there was no shortage of outside force, and very little rest below deck. I stepped carefully to avoid tripping on cushions, clothes, the wastebasket, which had disgorged its contents, plastic dinner plates, silverware, a squeeze bottle of Joy, life preservers, fenders, etc…. The interior of the cabin looked like a tossed salad, which coincided exactly with how my stomach was beginning to feel. Every wave produced an upward thrust that pushed my stomach over an inner cliff, while the airy descent that followed zoomed it back up into my throat. My insides were fluttering like the stock market. The idea of bending over to retrieve things from the cabin sole filled me with nausea.

“I think I’m getting seasick,” I said loudly, feeling a touch of vertigo. “In fact, I know I’m getting seasick. Maybe I’ll lie down for a while.”

“Nothing to do up here,” Pete said happily. “Everything is under control.”

“This doesn’t happen very often,” I said, feeling guilty for ducking out on him. “This is only the second time in twelve years of cruising.”

“The only time I’ve been seasick was when I went fishing with my uncle in the North Sea off the coast of Denmark,” Pete said, without sounding the least bit smug.

I envisioned his uncle’s fishing boat bobbing around in a thirty foot swell and nearly lost it.

“You must have a stomach made of cast iron,” I said. “Mine seems to be made of Jello.”

Then I plopped into a pipe berth and closed my eyes. Water swished and gurgled down the hull as the hours began to limp by and my dream of South Florida dimmed just a little.

A few years earlier all my dreams nearly came to an end. Like Victory, I was on course for oblivion. I suffered a heart attack when I was anchored just off the ICW, ten miles north of Charleston, South Carolina. Thanks to the Coast Guard, I made the hospital in record time. Three days, and one stint later, I was back on board my boat feeling somewhat shaky and extremely mortal. I began to believe that my sailing days were over and this plunged me into a bout of depression.

Then I had a series of dreams centered on a common theme. In one dream I was trying to clean up an old machine shop. The place was littered with parts of machines, greasy tools, nuts and bolts, rusty steel beams, and so on. I felt compelled to put everything in order. In another dream I was giving an old WW2 fighter plane a new paint job. I knew the pilot was waiting to take off, and I was filled with a sense of urgency. In yet another dream I was building a small house out of a pile of rubble.

I soon realized that I was struggling to put my world back together, to reclaim my former self, to find a new sense of purpose and meaning. In a final dream I was standing before the bronze statue of an old man dressed in a dumpy looking toga. He was baldheaded, beardless, barefoot, and kind of plump. I was somewhere on a high mountain plain. The sky was deep blue, and the air was cold and very pure. There were patches of snow on the ground. In the far distance I could see a beautiful shining city. It looked like it was made of white marble. I wanted to visit that city but I hesitated out of fear. Everything was very still and deathly quiet. Suddenly the bronze statue of the old man came to life. He smiled at me, moved his hands in a courtly gesture of welcome, and then asked: “why not?”

It was a good question. Why not be brave and pursue the dream? Why not visit the city? Why not let go of fear and be free?

The day I decided to buy Victory, I sat in her cockpit and surveyed her sorry condition. I knew bringing her back was going to be a long hard struggle. But I couldn’t walk away. In the end I gave into the dream of seeing her whole and complete. Looking at her was like looking into a mirror. Then I made Victory a solemn pledge: “if you keep me alive, I will keep you alive.”

By that evening I feel well enough to relieve Pete. He has been on watch all day and I know he is tired. While my stomach feels far from normal, my nausea is in retreat as I sit down behind the helm and take a look around. Off to the west the sun is going down. To the east a full moon is rising. The autopilot is steering a straight course. The waves are still running eight to ten feet. The wind is still blowing twenty to twenty-five knots. Victory is pushing nine knots with incredible ease. When I turn on my GPS, I discover that South Florida is around two hundred miles away. It is very strange how our dreams can draw us out of chaos and back into life. Good things flow from good dreams.

All that night Victory raced south while I gazed at the stars and reminisced over her rebirth. It took me two years to bring her back from the grave. It was hard work; but I knew I was making an investment that would produce a good payoff. So, I looked forward to each and every job that had to be done. Every morning I would rise early and set to work. I always knew exactly what I was going to do, how I was going to do it, and by the end of the day I could take pride in having made some small bit of progress. With limited funds I avoided boatyards and high priced marine chandleries. Instead, I patronized a local mom and pop hardware store that had a marine section, one of those places that has overflowing shelves, and cardboard boxes stuffed with goods lying on the floor. If I was willing to take the time, I could always find what I was looking for at a fair price. I also purchased a number of things online, including hundreds of feet of nylon anchor line, running rigging, a water pump for the new engine, and a winch for the running backstays. I really don’t know how much I spent. When I had the money, I bought what I needed and went to work. My only concern was moving forward, making progress, and keeping my dream alive. So many dreams come to naught because resources run out, or the dreamer gets waylaid by other concerns. For every hundred people who dream of sailing away on a prolonged voyage, only one or two will actually go. The rest will find another dream to live, or they will maintain the same dream but never allow it to come true because that would transform their dream into reality—which can require a lot of hard work. The marinas in Florida are filled with sailboats that never go anywhere. Years go by; beautiful boats fall apart for lack of maintenance, and eventually the dreamers that own them pass away.

As the hours pass, I am content to just be onboard Victory as she moves in the wind. This is the payoff I was looking for. With all her sails set, she is back in her element, like a racehorse on a track, or a bird in the sky. In the moonlight, she is a beautiful sight to behold. I don’t have a clue as to where I’m going to end up, and I couldn't care less. I’m living in the moment. The past is gone, and the future is up for grabs. All I have is each fleeting moment. This too is a big payoff. Right now, I am heading south for Lake Worth Inlet, and West Palm Beach. From there maybe I’ll head for Key West, and then I’ll point the bow southwest for Mexico. Or maybe not… I am old, and retired. I am reverting to an open state of mind that emphasizes improvisation over structure, and the delights of aimless wandering over a predetermined schedule. There is no place in particular that I wish to go, although I have to admit that the cool air of autumn makes heading south, rather than north, a more attractive option. Choosing a general direction over a specific destination can broaden your life experience because it leaves the door open for new possibilities.

By first light, Pete and I are about ten miles from Cape Canaveral, which juts into the Gulfstream and constricts the warm water of its north setting current. This has the effect of increasing the current’s speed, and with the wind out of the northeast averaging about twenty-five knots, I know we are in for another rough time.

As we make our approach to the cape, we harden up by setting a course for the east southeast. This puts the wind just forward of the beam and increases our speed. As we leave the coastal shelf and enter the Gulfstream, the color of the water deepens to midnight blue, and the waves gradually increase in height. By mid-afternoon we are well offshore and racing south with twelve to fifteen footers coming up on the port quarter. With the strong current of the Gulfstream driving against the wind, the waves are steep with high overfalls that stagger forward and crash down. They turn our wake into a jumble of froth and foam. Victory plunges and surfs at eight or nine knots over the ground against a three knot current. Her motion is stable but noisy. The waves swish and hiss, and Victory slams and bams. The wind pries and pokes into every nook and cranny, and if something can be jiggled or shaken, it is jiggling and shaking furiously. The luff of the mainsail vibrates against the mast, the shrouds moan and groan, the boom creaks, and waves break against the hull. They make a loud boom that shudders through the hull. It is painful to listen to the cacophony of sounds. The energy level of the sea is high, but I know that Victory is a strong boat, and that we are not in any real danger. It just sounds that way.

An hour or so before sunset, we turn back to the southwest and finally leave Cape Canaveral behind. I want to get back onto the coastal shelf where the water is relatively shallow, and the current isn’t as strong. With the wind still clocking thirty, this doesn’t take much time…maybe two hours. Then we head south for the anchorage at Lake Worth, about a hundred miles away. This is my only scheduled stop. Pete has to catch a plane ride home so that he can return to work. I will be sorry to see him go. This is his first trip offshore in a sailboat, and in spite of the high wind, and the big waves, he is having a good time. His spirit never sags. Pete seems to have a natural affinity for the sea, and a capacity to accept it for what it is, with very little fear, and a great deal of delight. I see a blue-water sailboat in his future. I know sailors who have years of offshore experience who would have been anxious about the waves off Cape Canaveral. Most probably, they would have waited for the weather to settle down.

Several months later, I found out that a 45' foot Swan was knocked down and rolled over about two hundred miles north of us. Three men were sailing this sailboat south when they encountered high winds and seas running to thirty feet. This accident occurred in the much stronger north portion of the same frontal system that we were in. Although the crew was rescued by the Coast Guard, the owner and Captain of the Swan eventually died from the effects of hypothermia.

So far, we’ve made excellent time against the Gulfstream. But as we close with the land, the wind begins to ease up. By late that night, our boat speed is down to around five knots. This last stretch to West Palm is going to be slow going. By comparison, we covered about one hundred forty miles during the first twenty-four hours of the trip. This is the distance over the ground. If you compensate for the effect of the Gulfstream, we probably made over one hundred eighty miles through the water with an average speed of around eight knots.

Now, as the remnants of the cold front slowly drift out to sea, the wind is beginning to die down and swing east. This is the usual pattern. Before the passage of a cold front, the wind generally swings from the northeast to the southeast, then the south, then to the southwest. And when the front arrives, the wind will blow hard from the northwest or the northeast. Then, the cyclical pattern will be repeated once again every three or four days throughout the winter. This carousel of wind operates from October to around the middle of April. In the spring and summer, Florida gets a more varied weather pattern with winds mainly out of the northeast, east, and southeast. The wind from down south near the equator brings warm moist air into Florida, and this makes thunderstorms more likely. Of course, the biggest threat to sailboats and sailors is hurricanes, which usually occur from around the middle of June to the middle of October, although they have formed both earlier and later. When hurricane season arrives, it is time to run and hide. Besides that, the weather is so hot and muggy, and the winds so fickle, that sailing ceases to be an enjoyable experience. Some cruisers opt to sail north and moor their boats through these months. As for me, when this sailing season is over, I plan on returning to Fernandina Beach, where I will anchor Victory in the harbor, and spend my days hanging out in the town’s small public library… which is air-conditioned.

In the morning hours of our second night at sea the autopilot, affectionately known as Silent Sam, stops working. It takes me less than five minutes to troubleshoot the problem. The alternator on the boat’s engine has given up the ghost. Earlier, when I thought I was charging up the batteries by running the engine, all I was doing was wasting fuel. Not wishing to wake Pete by cranking up the boat’s noisy generator, I let Victory find her own way. The autopilot is holding the rudder fixed on center, and because we are sailing just off the wind, I know that Victory will self-steer hour after hour. In fact, she has already been doing this for most of the night. I just didn’t know it. All that time I thought the batteries were well charged. I couldn’t see the autopilot in the dark, and because Victory was holding her course, I falsely assumed that everything was OK. Obviously, this wasn’t true. But it's not a big deal. I quickly decide to leave Victory alone. She tracks so well that she has been staying within ten degrees of our desired course, even with the seas running around six feet. She just leans into them and shoulders them aside. When I wake Pete for his early morning watch, I explain the problem. Then I tell him not to worry, that Victory is self-steering. I also tell him to wake me up if she falls off course; otherwise, let her run and we’ll sort out the mess later.

The rest of the night passes with no further problems. Just after sunrise, I decide to start the generator. The batteries are so low I am afraid I will lose the VHF radio. After a vigorous crank or two, the generator’s ancient motor sputters to life. Then I adjust its rpms to a level that is low enough to keep it from flying apart, but high enough to produce a steady charge. After I find this happy medium, I plug in my aging battery charger. Then I go below and check to make certain that the batteries are actually being charged. I am pleased when I discover that this is the case. Everything seems fine. A few minutes later, my conclusion is confirmed when Silent Sam comes out of his coma and begins to steer the boat again.

With our course set, and Victory under control, I go below to make a cup of tea. While I wait for the water to boil, I give the cabin a quick going-over. I organize some gear. Then, I wash a few dishes. Meanwhile, the generator drones on and on. Its noise negates the possibility of conversation. To communicate with Pete, who is seated behind the helm, I have to shout at the top of my voice. This takes too much effort. Before long we give up trying to communicate. There isn’t much to say, anyway.

When my tea is ready to drink, I sit down on the top step of the companionway ladder and begin to sip it down. It’s been a long weary night and the morning sun is warm and relaxing. The tea tastes good. The wind and sea have settled down. Victory is slogging along at four or five knots. The wind has swung to the east. We need to shake out the double reef and set a bigger headsail, but first I want to drink my hot tea and enjoy the morning, in spite of the noisy generator.

A few minutes later, when I turn around to look at Pete, who is playing with his digital camera, I discover we are being shadowed by a small Coast Guard cutter. I have no idea where it came from. It managed to sneak up on us. No doubt its captain is trying to raise us on the radio. I quickly put down my half-empty cup of tea, shut down the generator, and then I return to the cabin and flip on my VHF radio. After switching to channel 16, I call the captain of the cutter. He is very angry. I guess he thinks we were deliberately ignoring him. You can’t ignore someone that you haven’t seen or heard. When I try to give him an explanation he brushes it aside and proceeds to lecture me about leaving my radio tuned to channel 16, which incidentally, is not a legal requirement. But I decide not to argue with him. Instead I say “Roger,” over and over to everything he says. It is pointless to argue. It would only make things worse. As his anger recedes he gradually turns to other matters. He wants to run a background check. He wants to know Victory’s registration numbers, our names, home port, where we are bound, and in Pete’s case, his home address. After I give him this information he tells me to stand by. A prolonged period of silence follows. I feel like a game show contestant twisting in the wind, waiting to find out if they have correctly answered some million dollar question. Will I get the brass chime, or the lead bell? The earth revolves. Time passes. A decision is being made.

“You think they’ll board us?” Pete asks.

“Not if they use some common sense, “I said. “Trying to board a vessel in six foot seas can be risky.”

“I didn’t see him,” Pete says. “I had no idea they were behind us.”

“I guess we’d better stay away from the drug trade,” I said. “We wouldn’t last two hours. I didn’t see them either. We’re nothing but sitting ducks.”

When the captain finally calls, he begins to lecture me again about staying tuned to channel 16. He refuses to let go of his anger. Once again I respond to his rant by saying, “Roger, Roger, Roger…”

Finally, the captain of the cutter says we are free to go our way. I knew it would come down to this all along. We have nothing to hide.

“Let’s shake out the reef and change the headsail,” I said, reaching to undo the halyard for the mainsail. “We still have about thirty-five miles to go, and we are slowly losing the wind.”

Thirty minutes later, Victory has picked up the pace, the anchorage at Lake Worth is a few miles closer, and I am down below making another cup of tea.

Against the backdrop of a setting sun, we motor-sail Victory into the anchorage at Lake Worth. Pete’s adventure on the high seas has come to an end. By the time we set the hook, furl the sails, and coil the running rigging, it is nearly dark. The moon is yet to rise. With the boat secure, I strip down and take a saltwater bath on the foredeck. I pour three or four buckets of cold water over my head, soap down, and then rinse off, first with more buckets of saltwater, and then with a gallon or so of fresh. While I am bathing, Pete talks with his wife and young daughter on his cell phone. The water seems to wash away all of my anxieties. Our safe arrival after a voyage of about two hundred and seventy miles is a cause for quiet elation. As I wind down, I gradually become aware of how tired I am. I’ve been running on adrenaline for the last two days, and my tank is empty.

For supper, I eat a couple of sandwiches washed down with another cup of hot tea, and then I turn in. I don’t have the energy to cook a big meal. With Victory anchored in still water, her lack of motion feels odd. She is no longer rolling and pitching. I can walk from point A to point B without clinging to every available handhold.

The next morning, after Pete packs his duffel bag, I inflate the dingy and take him ashore. He is headed for the airport and a flight back to his home in Madison, Georgia. His presence on board Victory made the voyage south in rough conditions almost enjoyable. After he leaves, I am on my own again, and Victory has never seemed to be so big or empty.

When Victory was at the peak of her racing glory, she was manned by a ten-man crew. Now it is just me and my trusty autopilot. Silent Sam works hard, but he doesn’t say much. I am going to miss Pete.


Creating My Own World

I’ve always measured freedom in a physical way that’s connected to my thoughts, feelings, and memories. The Buddha said that: “We create the world with our thoughts.” I can’t argue with that simple truth. And the world I was creating for myself involved a lot of thoughts about the physical act of going on a voyage. I wanted to go somewhere on Victory. I wanted to go on a long trip. I wanted to disappear into the endless blue of the ocean. I wanted to get lost among its waves. I wanted the wind to set my course. I wanted to be free of civilization.

Because of the war, I was no longer able to believe in the competence of our pathetic government, or the selfish, corrupt behavior of our politicians. I never thought that our politicians had the well-being of our country, and its people, in mind. I knew that self-interest was the driving force behind every organism that lives on this planet…including politicians. After my service in Vietnam, I lost all of my respect for them. Someone should have been held accountable for the slaughter of innocent lives. And I no longer believed in God or Jesus. The war turned me into a devout atheist. It destroyed my childish innocence. And without innocence, it’s difficult to believe in magic helpers on high. And besides, if God was a witness to all of the death and destruction that took place in Vietnam, and He did nothing to stop it, then God must be a sadistic son of a bitch. Or, more logically, there is no God to believe in. I also thought that prayers were useless. I didn’t think there was any spiritual help that could alleviate the cold, harsh suffering of daily life on this planet. In truth, I didn’t believe in anything. I was a sometime nihilist. Beliefs were a path to angry disillusionment when they turned out to be false. For example, when I first went to Vietnam, I believed in what President Johnson said. I was young and ignorant. I was unable to separate the truth from the propaganda. I really thought we were saving the South Vietnamese from the tyranny of communism. But as time passed, I slowly began to realize that we were the true tyrants. In an effort to save the Vietnamese, we killed around three million of them. And we lost fifty-eight thousand young Americans as well. The war should never have happened. It was a terrible mistake. And I can only blame our worthless politicians. Instead of beliefs, I based my life on direct experience. I trusted my own senses, and my own perception of life relative to facts, and plausible information. My nihilism was a product of common sense. It defied the many lies that people in power told to prop up their positions. I didn’t trust anyone but myself. John Paul Sartre said that: “Hell is other people.” This may be a simplification, but it has a grain of truth. My conflict with landlubbers was a good example. But now that Victory was seaworthy, I was more than ready to escape the hostile, conflicted grip of the land.

The anchorage at Palm Beach is called Lake Worth. It’s a relatively small body of water that is part of the Intercostal Waterway. It’s also fairly shallow, with an average depth of around five or six feet. The only section deep enough for Victory is located just south of the main inlet that runs west to east. Unlike the inlets farther north, this inlet was short, and easy to deal with. And, needless to say, Lake Worth was situated in the middle of an extremely wealthy community. The entire shoreline features homes worth millions of dollars. Lake Worth was surrounded by wealth. If you like expensive homes then you’d love Lake Worth. I do not like expensive houses. Nor do I particularly like the rich people who live in them. They seem to exist in a world that is entirely separate from mine. They are like foreign aliens. They drive expensive automobiles. They have servants. They have lavish parties for all of their friends. They only associate with other people who are filthy rich. And they also play the stock market. In fact, I heard that many of these people were duped by Bernie Madoff’s multi-billion dollar Ponzi scheme. Madoff, who was Jewish, conned and deceived hundreds of investors, many of whom were fellow Jews who lived in Palm Beach. On that score, I should note that there are two emotional aspects of investment: fear and greed. And, I feel fairly certain, that great wealth creates a lot of both. Madoff made huge sums of money by nullifying fear in favor of greed. The rich people who trusted Madoff were consumed by greed, and they ignored their fear entirely. They allowed themselves to be taken for a ride. As a consequence, they lost millions, and millions of dollars. Sitting in Victory’s cockpit, and surveying the houses that lined the shore, I had no sympathetic thoughts for these idiots. In fact, to be completely honest, I’m glad they were screwed. I hope that Madoff ruined their lives. As far as I’m concerned, this is what they deserve. It’s Karmic justice. Maybe in the long run greed is always balanced by fear? And Madoff gave these people large doses of both. In any event, I don’t feel comfortable being anchored in the middle of so many rich people. It heightens my already intense feelings of alienation. Where do I belong? And the best answer I can come up with is ‘nowhere’. Which is why I’m sailing Victory around Florida. I’d like to belong. But to do so I’d have to give up my freedom. And that’s one thing that I have over these rich people. I’m completely free. I can go where I want…when I want. By comparison, they are chained to a cannon ball made of gold.

I decided to inflate my dingy for a trip ashore. I needed to go to a supermarket. I wanted to stock up on groceries. After I put the dingy in the water, I motored to the nearby marina, paid the dingy dock fee, and then I walked to Highway One to catch a bus. From a previous visit to Palm Beach, I knew there was a market located north of the marina on Highway One. The bus was crowded with people. I ended up sharing a seat with a young black guy. We began to talk. He was seriously angry because the recession that began in 2008, cost him his job. He was unemployed, and he was angry.

“I was working for a company that makes ice cream,” he said, and then one day I came to work, and the boss told me I was laid off…just like that. There was no warning. Talk about some bad motherfucking luck. I don’t know what I’m gonna do.”

“Hopefully, this recession won’t last too long,” I said. I was trying to be optimistic.

“It’s already lasted long enough to ruin my life,” he said angrily. “Things can’t get any fucking worse. I’m down to my last dime. Everyone is hurting. It’s not just me.”

I didn’t know what to tell him to make him feel better. In fact, I don’t think that was even possible. Like millions of other Americans, he was a victim of greedy mortgage brokers. These conmen destroyed the market for housing, and scuttled our economy in the process. And, our government didn’t do anything to stop, or control the damage until it was too late. Our free market rapidly became a greed-driven catastrophe that self-destructed. More than anything else, it proved how incompetent our government really is. I was glad I had Victory to live on. I was lucky. I could escape from a world that was quickly descending into economic chaos. I could put to sea. I could go my own way. I felt sorry for all those Americans who were losing their jobs because some greedy bastards decided to play fast and loose with the mortgage markets.

After I arrived back aboard Victory, I made a hot cup of tea. Then I went up on deck, and I sat down in the cockpit. The water was glassy and calm. The wind was out of the south, and it was very light. It would be another three of four days before a new storm arrived out of the northwest to restart the wind cycle. There were a dozen other boats in the anchorage. Several of them looked like they were derelicts abandoned by their owners. One sailboat in particular seemed to be a complete wreck. Its deck was a jumbled up mess. Its mast had fallen down. It was lashed to the pulpit, and the stern rail. The boat was around forty feet long, and it was anchored in the center of the harbor where the water was only five or six feet deep. I was sure it had been abandoned. But then, as I sat and sipped on my hot cup of tea, I saw a middle-aged man emerge from the boat’s cabin. He began to rummage around on the deck. He was looking for something. I was curious. I began to wonder how he ended up living on such a wreck. On a whim, I decided to find out. I climbed into my dingy. Then I cranked up its motor. A few minutes later I pulled alongside the guy’s boat. When he saw me coming, he stopped rummaging around. He was wearing a dirty pair of shorts, and a blue T-shirt with a few holes in it.

“Good day,” he said. “How is everything going?”

“Fine,” I replied. “And how is everything with you?”

“Just the usual bullshit,” he said.

“What happened to your boat,” I asked. “It looks like it was a really nice boat at one time.”

“It was a nice boat,” he said. “I’ve been living on it for around five years. I spent my life savings to buy it. Now it’s a broken piece of shit.”

“What happened?” I asked for the second time.

“Got caught in Hurricane Wilma,” he said.

“Were you offshore,” I wondered.

“No,” he said. “I was right here in the harbor. I was tied up at a dock at the marina. The wind was so strong it dismasted the boat. There were gusts as high as ninety knots. And, even though there was no serious storm surge, the boat bashed into the dock, and damaged its hull. I can’t repair the mast. I’ll have to buy a new one. That’s thousands of dollars. My dream has turned into a nightmare.”

“How long ago did all of this happen,” I asked.

“A few years ago,” he said. “I’m trapped. I can’t leave the boat because I don’t have enough money to rent an apartment. And I can’t fix the boat for the same reason. So here I am…going nowhere. And to make matters worse, these rich assholes who live in their big fancy houses, are trying to kick me out of the harbor. They’ve already had me arrested. They want to tow my boat away.”

“Arrested?” I said, “What could they charge you with?” You’re living on your boat, and minding your own business.”

“They said I was violating the city’s time restriction on the anchorage,” he said. “But the city doesn’t have a time restriction…if that makes sense.”

“What happened when you went to court?” I asked.

“The judge threw out the case,” he said. “These rich assholes think I’m cluttering up their anchorage. And, to be truthful, I guess I am. But for the time being there’s nothing else I can do. I don’t have the money.”

After I wished the guy good luck, I said goodbye. Then I made my way back to Victory. This poor guy’s conflict with the rich people living on the shore was entirely predictable. And, as biased as I am against rich landlubbers, I found myself hoping that he would persevere for at least the next ten years. I didn’t want him to give in, and go away. I wanted him to continue to live on his broken boat in the middle of the harbor. When the rich folks get up in the morning, and they sit down to eat their breakfast, I want them to be annoyed by the sight of this guy’s ugly boat. It would be set right there day after day. It would be unavoidable. His boat would be an ugly blot on the natural, pristine beauty of their harbor. Maybe it would lower their property values? And since they lost their court case, they would be unable to do anything about it. Freedom would prevail. And I’m all for freedom.

I delayed hoisting my sails and heading for Key West because the wind was out of the south and very light. There was really nothing else I could do. Sailboats without wind don’t go very far. So, I spent my days working on the boat. I cleaned up the engine. I cleaned the cabin. I put on my diver’s mask and fins, and then I scrapped a thin layer of algae off the bottom of the hull. I also washed off the deck. And I made another trip to the market. The weather was beautiful. There were clear skies. The temperature was in the low eighties, and there were no thunderstorms. But I knew that the days of calm would soon come to an end when the next weather system blew in from the northwest. Then I would patiently hunker down, and I’d wait for the wind to shift to the northeast so I could make my getaway.

Several days later, the new front arrived. You could see it coming. Its leading clouds were dark and ominous. I could see lightning bolts zipping between the clouds, and the earth. I knew the front was pushing a lot of wind. So, I warmed up the engine in case I needed it to ease the strain on the anchor line. Then I went below and made a hot cup of tea. There was nothing else I could do to prepare for the strong blast of wind that I knew was coming.

The wind quickly went from two or three knots to around forty. This happened in about thirty seconds. The anchor line tightened up. Victory swung beam onto the wind. She heeled over five or so degrees. And then there was a sudden deluge of rain. It fell in large drops that splattered and splashed all over her deck. My visibility went from unlimited, to around a quarter of a mile as the rain, and the clouds moved in. And then came the lightning bolts. They sizzled through the sky in random streaks, flickering against the dark clouds that gave them life. I could deal with the wind and the rain. But lightning bolts were another matter entirely. Victory had an aluminum mast that was over sixty feet tall. It was a marvelous ground for all of those protons looking to create a lightning bolt. So I went below and stayed away from anything that was conductive to electricity. As I sat and listened, I heard the shrouds humming in the wind, and as the boom lurched around, it made a creaking noise. When a strong gust hit the boat she heeled over and tightened up on the anchor line. I had sat through so many thunderstorms, in so many anchorages, that I was almost bored. I knew how the storm would play out. It was predictable. After about twenty minutes, the wind began to moderate. It decreased from forty knots to twenty. The lightning also became less intense, and the rain turned into a drizzle. I knew this system would last several days. Then the sky would clear, and the wind would shift to the northeast. So, I checked on the anchor from time to time to make sure that it was holding firm. I cooked a few good meals. And out of boredom, I lay down on my rack, propped up my head on a pillow, and I read a book.

When the wind shifted to the northeast, it dropped down to a beautiful fifteen knots. I quickly decided that it was time to get underway. Just after sunrise, I hauled in the anchor. Then, I hoisted the sails and headed offshore. After I cleared the inlet, I sailed out about two miles from the land. Then, after I put the wind on the port quarter once again, I trimmed the sails, and aimed the bow south for Key West. It was two hundred miles away. Otto hummed mechanically as he steered the boat. The ocean splashed and hissed. The bow wave was a curling, foamy flash of white saltwater. The waves were around five feet high. They gave Victory a slight push when they approached her stern and then passed under her hull. When I looked east, I could see the deep blue of the horizon line as it joined the lighter blue of the morning sky. I was riding a blue sailboat, through a blue ocean, under a blue sky. My lovely world was colored blue…blue…blue….
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