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​Dedication

To the ones who taught me to listen to the wind,

to trust the silence between waves,

and to never fear setting out alone.

To every old man who took the time,

and every boy still learning which lines to tie.

And to my wife — the steady harbor in every storm,

the compass when I drift,

and the reason this sailor’s will endures.

​

​

​The Old Man and the Boy

Book 1

A BOY ADRIFT. AN OLD sailor anchored by memory. A summer that sets them both free.

On a quiet dock in a sleepy Gulf harbor, a worn-down sailor and a seventeen-year-old boy cross paths. What begins as small talk and shared shade soon becomes something deeper—a bond forged in salt air, silent understanding, and the slow, steady rhythm of the tides.

The old man has stories in his eyes and a boat that’s seen better days. Will has a restless heart and more questions than answers. Over the course of a transformative summer, the boy learns knots, navigation, and the unspoken code of those who live by the wind. But when tragedy strikes, the lessons shift from practical to personal—and both lives are changed forever.

Told in quiet, powerful prose, A Sailor’s Will: The Old Man and The Boy is a coming-of-age tale and a tribute to mentorship, resilience, and the healing power of the sea. It’s about what we teach when we think no one’s watching—and what we carry when the storms finally pass.

For those that cry out that sleep is for sloths, they have never slept the sailor's drug-deep sleep. Who can call this sleep wastefulness or worse, a waste of time? Only those who have not been burdened with storm after storm on a small boat in the middle of the great sea. —Unknown Author

​

​Prologue

I AM OLD, AND I AM tired. The "boy" is tired too, if you could call him such—not old by far. A young man, really. If you can call 22 years a grown man, then yes, a man nevertheless.

The gale has blown steady for nearly two days, and Will has not lost his nerve for an instant. His watch, by his choice, was midnight until sunrise. It is the most gruesome of watches and in the darkest part of the night. We had beat into the wind for nearly 30 hours.

The sky began to lighten enough that I could see him at the wheel. He stood firmly planted, feet apart and knees bent, as the waves pushed under our tiny boat. His face was directed toward the oncoming sea and then up to the sails as we pounded our way westward against a northwestern blow.

It was November, and we were heading to Nantucket with plans to make Halifax within the month. My watch would soon be upon me, and coffee needed to be made. Reluctantly, I pulled aside the warm wool blanket and crawled out of the lee berth. I called up to Will to let him know he would be relieved soon, and I went about the tasks of putting the kettle on and preparing the press for coffee.

Once the water was set on the old Princess propane stove, I donned my foul-weather bib overalls and coat and climbed into the cockpit to be debriefed on our position and how much ground we had covered. When I had bedded down, we still had nearly 300 miles to go before reaching shore. During my four hours of sleep and another four of reading and preparing dinner, we had made good a total of about 45 miles.

Bless the wind—but Neptune, can you blow some other direction for a day?

Will was exhausted but refused to show it. You could see it in his bloodshot eyes. He offered to stay on the helm and allow me a few hours of sleep, but I would have nothing of it. A man must take his watch.

I moved behind the wheel, checked the compass, and took the helm. The sun had yet to show itself, but the glow behind us promised a fair day. The reports on the old ham radio receiver suggested a shift in wind and strength over the next few days—but forecasting is an art, and so is finger painting.

When confident all was well, Will climbed below to finish the coffee and make breakfast. With the seas the way they were, little more than oatmeal was expected. We would eat well when things calmed down. Coffee was on my mind foremost.

As I steered across the oncoming breakers, ducking every so often to lessen the spray that came across the bow, I marveled at the sailor Will had become. A year ago, I asked him to crew with me. To understand this, I must go back to the beginning.
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​Chapter 1
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My walk to the store was uneventful. It was obvious from the lack of traffic that the season was indeed coming to a close. It took almost an hour to reach the grocery store. I could have made it quicker, but there was little reason to rush. The day was warm, but the walk passed under a multitude of ancient live oak trees offering ample shade.

Halfway there, I stepped off the path and took a seat on a park bench overlooking the harbor. Reaching into my pack, I pulled out one of my few remaining oranges and slowly peeled the skin away. As I peeled and ate the orange, I gazed out over the harbor at the half dozen anchored sailboats and drifted into a daydream...

The girl he was so smitten with did not seem to think of anything but sailing. He had just turned twelve and had noticed girls for the first time. The trip to the northern shore of Lake Michigan was an annual event for him and his father. His father and a friend of his father’s—Jim something-or-another—fished the great salmon tournament each year, and while he was not allowed to go out with them in the rough waters of Lake Michigan, he was allowed to travel to this remote town and spend evenings listening to the men talk of fishing.

His father's friend had a daughter a few years older than him, and it was her job to babysit. The girl’s idea of babysitting was either go out with her on the little twelve-foot sailing skiff or stay inside the house while she took the small sailboat out into the bay. The choice was simple—he went with the girl.

She loved to sail. Harnessing the wind was one of the few times she really seemed happy. It was during those days that I found my love of sailing—feeling the pull of the wind on the sails, the balance needed to overcome it, and the sheer joy of finding the middle point where we—I—was in control. Or at least I thought I was.

It took no more than a minute to be reminded how quickly control is lost. The sailing skiff flipped. Lesson learned: no matter how pretty she was to look at, the girl with the blond hair blowing across her face was not as important as keeping the sailboat in control. I remember the cold water she splashed in my face because I upset the boat. I also remember the laughter—her laugh—as she called me names. But what I remember most is the sailing.
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​Chapter 2
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The boy must have looked up the stairwell a dozen or more times. Finally, there was the tell-tale creak of the top stair. I had returned, descending now with my load of groceries. Will knew better than to try and take the duffel bag from me, but as a courtesy, he did call out to me, "Would you like a hand with that?" Expectantly, I replied, "No, but I thank you for asking."

It took several minutes for me to reach the dock. I was winded, and there was a sheen of sweat on my face, forearms, and shirt. The boy looked to the palms and the cool shade and asked with as much ease as he could, "Captain, do ya care to chill out in the shade for a bit before you head back to your boat?" looking again toward the tall palm trees and the pair of chairs cooling in the shade.

"That would be a welcome break," I replied. "It's a warm one today," I added.

Setting the duffel bag down along with my backpack, I straightened and stretched my back. The boy heard the cracking and popping but said nothing, though I could see it in his face. To point it out would be to point out weakness. If I did not speak of it, neither would he.

I took my seat, followed by the boy. We both looked across the harbor at the little yellow sailboat resting at anchor in water that looked like glass—there wasn’t even a hint of wind. Without a word, I reached into my backpack and pulled out a towel, unrolling it to reveal a still-cold Mountain Dew and a bottle of water. I silently offered the boy the soda and opened the water, taking a long drink.

"Thank you," the boy said, and nothing more. Will followed suit, twisting the top off the still-cool soda. We both remained silent for some time, thinking our thoughts and enjoying the shade.

It was I who broke the silence. "Will, are you up to learning a new knot?" Almost startled by the interruption, the boy looked over at me.

"It's your birthday today, isn't it?" I asked.

Will replied, slightly surprised. "Yes sir, seventeen today," then added a mocking "yippie" under his breath. A "yippie" I heard but let pass.

"I have a birthday coming up in a few days," I said.

The first thought was dark.

It seemed to the boy that I had gotten even older since the last time we saw each other. Even though he knew I had just spent the last three or so hours walking in the heat, carrying twenty or thirty pounds or more of groceries—sweat still visible on my forehead—he thought I just looked older. Nothing had changed. I still wore the deep creased wrinkles across my eyes from squinting against the sun; I never wore sunglasses. My skin wasn't any darker, but tanned deep by the endless days in the sun. Will couldn’t believe I could even get darker. My skin had the appearance of an old penny or strong tea—worn with age and time.

My forearms were covered in white hair, and the hair on my head was nearly all white, sticking up at odd angles and close-cropped. It wasn’t like I had much hair. I preferred to groom myself with a pair of electric shears I ran off an inverter installed on the boat. My hair, face, and neck were all cut to the same length. It had been a while since my last "haircut." Slight curls had begun to show up on some of the longer hairs, and my eyebrows were getting bushy. My eyes, however, seemed a little different—tired. Not from the physical exertion of the trip to the store, but tired from the inside, like my soul was tiring. Will felt a pang of sorrow for me.

"Of course I want to learn a new knot," the boy retorted. Anything to keep me around, he thought.

I had told Will once, last year, "Twisted strand rope was the only real rope." Knowing the statement wasn't technically true—new braided and double-braided rope was superior in strength and durability, sometimes as strong as steel cable—it was not the kind of rope for tying knots. That was the lesson. Will remembered that day well; it had been focused on rope construction and its values.

I had also made a point to describe the difference between rope and line. I said, "Rope is rope in its completed form, on a spool or coiled. Once cut and brought into service upon a vessel," I continued, "it becomes 'line,' never to be rope again." And then, with a pause for dramatic effect, I added, "Most landlubber, credit card captains and internet skippers will argue that point, but trust me in this—if it is uncut, it is rope; once cut and put into service, it becomes a line."

That day had been spent discussing more than the boy could have imagined about rope and its history. "Some may say," I declared with great conviction and flourish, "the wheel was man's greatest invention—but rope, says I, was the greatest invention of all!"

Reaching into my backpack, I removed two lengths of three-strand line about five feet in length and handed one to the boy. "Do you have your knife?" I asked.

Will dug into his pocket for his folding knife. "Yes sir," he said, already holding it open before I even retrieved mine.

Will had saved money from his weekly paycheck and visited the local ship store a couple of weeks ago to buy himself a brand-new folding knife—a Camillus sheepsfoot blade and marlinspike combo. While Will's old knife was serviceable, it didn’t have the sheepsfoot blade better suited for cutting rope—and even better, it resembled mine. I glanced at it, and a smile crept onto his face as he looked at me apprehensively.

"Good," I said. "I see you picked yourself up a new knife." Will offered it to me, and I took it, handle first, inspecting it. "This is a good one. Take care of it, and it will last a lifetime."

Will smiled at the compliment.

"Today I want to show you what to do with the end of a line once it's cut." I paused. "This knot is known by many names, but names are not important—the knot is. I know it as a crown knot followed by a simple braid," I said, looking directly at the boy, "just like the splice you learned so well."

The boy nodded, attentive.

I cut the burnt end off the line with my knife, resting it on the arm of the chair for support, and sliced through it. I worked the rope end and unraveled the first several inches with my fingers, separating the three strands. I crossed one strand over the second and tucked the third behind the first. Lightly tugging on the ends, the knot took shape and terminated the end.

"From here, you weave the ends the same way you weaved the splices I taught you," I instructed.

Finishing the braid, I took the end of the line and began squishing and rolling it roughly between my palms before handing the finished crown knot and back splice to the boy for him to inspect.

As if Will had been given something extraordinary, he examined the knot with fascination before handing it back and reaching for his own line. It took him several attempts to achieve the crown knot, but eventually he figured it out, weaving the remaining ends neatly into the rest of the rope. When he was satisfied, Will handed the finished piece to me and sat quietly as I turned it over in my hands.

"Not bad," I said.

The boy knew there was a great difference between his work and mine, so he wasn't surprised when I took my knife, unfolded the blade, and cut the knot from the end of the rope—then handed the line back to him.

"Again," was all I said.

For the next couple of hours, this was the routine. The boy would tie the knot, I would inspect it, then cut it off. By the first hour, there were several knotted splices lying at my feet.

Besides working with the rope, we talked. The boy had, for the first time, asked me about taking him out on my sailboat to teach him to sail.

"Your mother doesn't care for me," I pointed out.

"She won't know. I can come down on the weekends—she's never home anyway," replied Will.

Unhappy that the boy was willing to deceive her, I went silent. I knew there was very little supervision at the boy’s home, and knowing of no father figure, I expected the boy had been raising and caring for himself for the most part. Regardless of the reason, I was a little disappointed—not by his desire to learn to sail, but that he would lie. I thought on this for a long time and would continue to consider his request, but for now, I dropped it, and the subject was not brought up again.

The lesson continued for another hour with very little said. The boy knew he had done something wrong and felt his willingness to deceive his mother was likely the reason.

He doesn't understand, Will tried to reason with himself. My mother doesn't even know I exist most of the time. I wake myself for school, make my breakfast—if I even eat breakfast. I make my own money, I find my way to school, I dress, get myself to and from work and wash my clothes. I do my schoolwork, make good grades, and half the time I am the one to put my drunk mother to bed. Why do I need her permission to do anything?

Will felt himself getting angry but did not want to show it. I sensed a change come over the boy and interrupted the daydream with a cough. "Let me see what you got there," I said as I took the rope he had been working on. I looked over his workmanship and was pleased with the evenness and consistency Will had achieved.

I looked back to the boy and said, "Tie me a crown knot on the other end and finish it up with a weave. I think you're finally getting it."

With a moment of hesitation, and thankful for the redirection I had provided, the boy took the rope and began working the strands just as I had done—cutting off the burnt ends and unraveling the rope several inches.

There was no hesitation in the boy's fingers as he quickly made the knot and weaved the ends back into the rope. He took special care to evenly tighten each strand, forcing open the fibers with his marlinspike and finishing the knot by tucking in the last of the strand before working the whole knot with his palms. It was only when completely satisfied that the boy looked up at me.

"How is this?" he asked, hesitation in his voice.

The boy's shoulders dropped when he noticed my knife already open in my hand—he knew what was coming next. He didn't know what he had done wrong, but knowing my attention to detail, he had already braced for the inevitable: the cutting of the knot.

I turned the rope over in my hands, inspecting the knot from several directions before looking back at Will’s anticipating eyes.

"This is a fine-looking knot—as good as if I had made it myself," I said flatly, folding the knife back into its frame.

Will sat motionless, eyes wide, his jaw dropped in pure amazement. "As good as yours?" he mumbled.

"Indeed it is," I said and handed the rope back.

Will looked from his knot to mine, smiling. Then he finally spoke. "I still like your knot better. Mine is too loose or something—it's fatter in the middle."

Chuckling, I said, "No lad, it's not the knot—it's those scrawny arms of yours. Here," I said, motioning for him to hand me the rope. I took his creation and began rolling it in my hands. Within moments, the knot evened itself out. I handed it back.

"There. That's better."

Will looked from his knotted end to mine, bent the rope in half, and held both ends side by side. "They are the same," he remarked.

"No, Will. One of them is yours."

With that, I placed both hands on my knees and pushed myself up from the chair, stretching backward to relieve the stiff muscles in my back, accompanied by clearly audible cracks and pops.

"Ask your mother about sailing with me," I said. "If she agrees, I will teach you to sail."

The boy's face lit up.

​
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​Chapter 3
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The harbor was quiet this morning. If I remembered correctly, today was Tuesday. In eight days, I was expected at the boatyard to haul my boat out. The local schools had returned, and the weekly meetings with the boy would end—at least until next summer.

I hadn’t seen the boy during my trips into town for supplies. No word had come back about his desire to learn to sail, and I began to think it was just a young man’s whim. Will might’ve had school responsibilities that took his mind elsewhere. Then again, he could’ve met a girl. It was odd not to have spotted him. Even though school was back in session, I half expected to see him in the afternoons, fishing rod in hand, casting around the shore and pilings of the docks.

The pontoons hadn’t been hauled out yet, though by my estimate, they should’ve been a week or two ago. A small part of me began to worry, though I wasn’t sure why. The boy was growing up, and I half expected his interests to change. Will had seemed so earnest about sailing. Maybe I had been too harsh when he said he’d lie to his mother just to go sailing. Maybe I’d misread his interest altogether. In any case, there wasn’t much I could do. I had no way to contact him, and even if I did, I wasn’t sure he wanted the company of an old man. I began to believe the boy was only being polite to this lonely old sailor.

Summer ending meant cooler weather and a chance to do some much-needed maintenance on the boat—namely a bottom job and repainting. I’d scheduled a haul-out in mid-November at a boatyard a half-day’s sail from the harbor. I’d stay on the boat for the two weeks I planned to do the work and have her back in the water by December. Besides repainting the hull and applying a new anti-fouling barrier to keep bottom growth at bay, the big job would be replacing the cutlass bearing.

I had hoped to employ Will for some of this work—not because I couldn’t manage on my own, but because clambering in and out of the very tight engine compartment was much easier in my youth. The realization that I may never see him again haunted me.

The cutlass bearing had begun to show signs of wear the previous winter. Though I hadn’t taken the boat out in quite a while, I still ran the engine weekly. Once a month at least, I’d also pull the 35-pound Bruce anchor and its forty-five feet of 3/8-inch chain and sixty feet of 5/8-inch line off the bottom, and take Mini Pearl through the harbor and up into the adjoining bay.

The telltale vibration from the propeller when the motor was engaged was a clear sign the cutlass bearing needed replacing. I’d resolved to fix it before it got worse. On paper, the process was simple: remove the prop shaft, knock out the old bearing, install the new one, and reassemble. Unfortunately, things rarely go that smoothly. In this case, I knew the shaft would have to be removed from inside the boat, which meant pulling the motor up off its stringers and sliding the shaft forward. Removing it any other way was near impossible, with the rudder and skeg directly in its path. Regardless, it had to be done—and it couldn’t be done in the water.

As I began my morning coffee ritual, I thought again about the boy and tried to recall the last time I’d laid eyes on Will. His birthday was coming up. He would be turning eighteen—officially an adult.

I’d made a rather large purchase with some money I had stowed away: a good set of foul-weather gear, including gloves and boots. I knew it might be a while before Will could afford something like that, but it was critical when you’re out in rough weather. If you’re warm and dry, you can think much clearer when faced with a potentially deadly situation. Winter was coming, and I could think of no better time for it.

“It’s been what—two, maybe three weeks?” I thought aloud.

I had seen Bill Bass, the owner of the pontoon rentals, only once, checking the dock lines on the pontoons. That alone made me suspicious—I never saw Bill at the dock. That had been a week ago. I had no way to contact the boy. I didn’t have a phone number, and I didn’t know where he lived—only that it was within walking distance of the docks. Then again, everything is within walking distance if you have the time, so he could’ve lived almost anywhere.

The teapot’s whistle snapped me from my thoughts. I turned off the propane stove and poured the boiling water into my well-used French press. Instantly, the cabin filled with the rich aroma of coffee. That scent had become the signal for Jessie that her breakfast was next.

While the coffee steeped, I reached for the waterproof bag where I kept her dry food and pulled out a handful. “Jessie, you hungry, ole girl?” I asked.

A long meow followed as she jumped to the cabin floor and waited patiently while I set down her bowl. She ate politely and quietly. As she crunched away, I turned my attention back to the coffee, pressed the plunger, and poured a mug of the dark liquid into my stained ceramic cup. No sugar, no cream—just strong, bitter coffee. Just the way I liked it.

With the morning ritual complete, I climbed out of the cabin and settled into the cockpit to watch for dolphins feeding. That’s when I noticed movement at the edge of my vision.

It was Will—waving both arms overhead from the end of the dock, panic in his posture.

I sat my coffee down, climbed into the dink, and waved once to signal I saw him, then started rowing hard toward the dock. As I drew closer, I saw his face was red and wet with tears.

He looked wrecked.

When the bow bumped the sand, Will was already at the edge of the water. He didn’t greet me the way he usually did. Instead, he cried out, “Captain Cook, she’s dead! My mom is dead!” and collapsed into sobs.

As I stepped out of the dinghy, the boy threw himself into my chest, his shoulders heaving. I wrapped my arms around him and held tight.

It took nearly half an hour before Will could speak again, and when he did, his voice was a mixture of fear and fury.

No one else was hurt, but his mother hadn’t been wearing a seatbelt when she ran head-on into the woods. She’d glanced off the guardrail of the bridge a couple of miles from here, flipped, and landed upside down in several feet of water. The car submerged. She drowned.

She had been missing for almost two weeks before a cyclist spotted the vehicle and reported it. It was later revealed that she had been drinking. Her blood alcohol level was nearly three times the legal limit.

Will had been notified less than an hour before, while he was at school. He’d run off and eventually ended up at the dock, collapsing into my arms.

To the best of my knowledge, the boy had no other family in town—or in any town. His mother had been an only child. Her parents were long gone. Will’s father couldn’t be located and hadn’t been heard from in years. Will was about to turn eighteen and would legally be an adult. He was alone in the world.

Except for me.

Things went from bad to worse for the boy. His mother had left behind nothing but debt. The house was a rental. And because of his age, any kind of foster care or social services was denied. In the eyes of the law, he was an adult. Now, he stood before me.

Three weeks after that day on the dock, when the boy had told me his mother was dead, Will approached me in the parking lot of the grocery store. He didn’t look like he’d bathed in days and was skinnier than I’d ever seen him.

When I asked, he told me he’d been sleeping and living outdoors. The rental house had been reclaimed, and ten days earlier, he’d been evicted. The previous week, he’d been sleeping under the stairwell at the dock just a few hundred yards from where we used to sit.

Will asked me for money. I could see it took every ounce of pride for him to even bring it up. He assured me he’d pay it back as soon as he could.

Instead of saying no—because, in truth, I had already spent the last fifty dollars I had for the month—I offered him something better.

"Come live on the sailboat with me, Will," I said.

He didn’t speak.

"You look like crap, Will. I’m offering you a home—a place to stay. We’ll work everything out later. What do you say?"

Will stood there for a full minute before he nodded.

"Good," I said. "I’ll take that as a yes."

I turned and started toward the dock. Several yards away, I heard the sound of him catching up. A smile crept across my face.

"Come on, Will. Let’s get moving. There’s a lot to do."

He caught up and fell into step beside me.

"Can I carry that for you?" he asked, gesturing to the duffel bag slung over my shoulder.

"Absolutely," I replied, handing it to him.

Will smiled—for the first time since learning his mother had died.

The walk back from the grocery store was quiet. Neither of us talked—there was little to say. The offer had been given and accepted. Sweat beaded on Will’s forehead and under his arms. The duffel bag had been light at first, but by the time we neared the dock, it seemed to gain weight with every step.

We were within sight of the stairwell that led down to the dock when he shifted the bag from one shoulder to the other. I offered to take the load, but Will quickly declined. Pride. He’d seen me carry the same duffel bag every week without complaint. He wasn’t going to show weakness. He had this.

What he didn’t know was that I’d bought double of nearly everything I usually get—anticipating something like this might happen.
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