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        When the knot is tied right

        it hangs perfectly on the lifeline. Just like

        the plan that stretches on a string across a map

        that becomes a boat drifting over the waves⁠⁠—

      

      

      
        
        Sail away.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        for the ocean and her sprouted islands
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        AN INTRODUCTION TO OUR SAILING LIFE

      

      

      Pull anchor up from a tiny stone bay with a cave. Sail softly over the sea so calm and eerie, silver and slithering still. Drop anchor cozy and snug at an empty island you’ve been reading about surrounded with cliffs and birds. Walk the huge rocks off the shore that contain so many stories of survival, exploration, and history. Feel magic in the moment. Pull anchor again and head north with hot tea in hand finding room on the sea.

      To sail is to feel these directions in as many moments in as many days as possible. We go from place to place begging our soul to digest enough, asking our mind to absorb enough, wanting time to explore enough. We will always ask, “Is it time to move on? Have I held this moment in my mind so that when I sail away, I can still smell it or taste it?” But we move, and most of the magic is in the moving.

      I was raised in the dunes that follow the shore of Lake Michigan. I would set up camp in the woods and look off into the distance as far as I could see. I knew there was land across the endlessness that was unreachable with my land legs. This began my love of sailboats, and the magic a hull and sail offered to sweep me to otherwise unattainable locations.

      After my undergraduate degree in poetry, a thirst for travel possessed me, and I bought a van, tore out the seats for a bed, and traveled the States for the next two years. Shortly thereafter, I earned my teaching degree, and married a sailor. Living a life with a house and schedule ended when I was homeschooling four children and my husband, Nick, became mobile in his work.

      On Father’s Day of 2017, our family of six moved to a boat in the Caribbean that had only been seen by my husband. My youngest was in diapers and still breastfeeding. Selkie, our 49 ft Westerly, tied at a marina, awaited the adventure that has continued for six years. We have sailed up and down the Caribbean Islands, across the North Atlantic via Bermuda and the Azores, explored Ireland, wintered in Scotland, ping ponged between the Outer Hebrides and Skye up to Shetland and over to Norway, traversed the Skagerrak and Kattegat to Denmark, circled the Baltic Sea and visited Russia, crossed the English Channel to Southern England where we quarantined during Covid, crossed the Bay of Biscay, visited multiple locations in Glacia, Spain, sailed to the Canary Islands, Cape Verde, back to the Caribbean, stopped in the Dominican Republic, stayed in Guatemala for hurricane season, explored the Yucatán, enjoyed Panama and the canal to reach the Pacific, swam with sharks and sea lions in the Galapagos, spent twenty-three days at sea to reach the Marquesas, slipped into the atolls of the Tuamotus, enjoyed the dancers in Tahiti and the drums of Moorea, stayed protected from storms in Bora Bora, dove deep into the caves of Tonga, spent a Christmas at sea on the way to New Zealand, battled the winds and waves of the southern hemisphere for seven months in New Zealand’s North and South Island, and currently have Australia and beyond ahead. In summary, we have circumnavigated the Atlantic, crossed the Pacific, and now have the Indian Ocean in helm.

      We choose this life of high highs and low lows. There are very few in-betweens, and if there are, the call to head out creeps back into the soul within a week. I can be covered in puke, holding a bucket for one of my children or me, pushed all around by waves and wind, trying to cook on a gimbaled stove, and curse the life, but once we hit land, and discover a new place and culture, within a week, we are all saying, “What’s next!?” The life can also be filled with calm seas and a perfect wind, whales following with their songs echoing through the hull, my soul filled to the brim with gratefulness and awe. Like I mentioned, high highs and low lows.

      We sail because we can. Nick survived the storm that hit the Chicago to Mac race on Lake Michigan in 2011. The sky turned green with lightning, the rail was in the water with no sail, and the wind blew to 110 knots. I said, “If you can do that and get home safely, I trust you.” Sure, it can be terrifying, and I can hold my youngest child in my arms, feel Selkie sliding down gigantic waves, see my husband white-knuckle the helm, and curse my choices, but I can also be sailing downwind on a sunny day surrounded by hundreds of dolphins as far as the eye can see. I can slowly slide over a dark, night sea that has rivers of glowing jellyfish. I can dip my hands into the ocean after the sunsets with my oldest son and play with the phosphorescence like we have magic wands. I can be fully dressed in my bibs, jacket, and hat and be pounding into the waves taking on water, watching schoolbooks float on the floor, and pray for the sun to rise, but I can also be moored outside the Pitons on Christmas and venture inland for a mud bath and a rinse in the natural pools. I can be tied to a dock banging and banging in strong winds knowing that something might break and that it’s unsafe to leave the boat, or I can be tied to a dock under a castle in Scotland talking to locals about life on the sea. I can be motoring through a billion jellyfish but be in the middle of a fjord watching cliff jumpers parachute down around me. Why do I sail? I’m addicted to these high highs and low lows. The more I see of the world, the more I realize there is so much more to see.

      A sturdy anchor hold, a cityscape, a distant island, cobalt water moving in a steady breeze that fills my sails, a child in my arms who smells like salt, a single pelican, a tangerine sunset–these enchant me. Forty-nine feet of hull filled to the brim with my husband and four children is magical. When I share this and write, I am usually under the vastness of an immense number of stars, Milky Way brilliant, moon a sliver, phosphorescence in the water, waves sliding under in darkness, sails staying full, waves lapping with kindness, hot tea cupped in hand, words chosen carefully for a poem—these are my perfect night moves on the ocean. When things are all just right, there is quiet, creativity, a simile, a juxtaposition.

      Sometimes things aren’t perfect. Most frequently we are asked, “What is the worst weather you have ever seen?” There are six answers in six years: storm mid-north Atlantic with no help in sight, against wind and tide coming out of the Kiel Canal, psychologically finished off the shores of Portugal, petrified that the nine fishing boats surrounding us around Honduras were pirates, the Skagerrak above Denmark, and hitting a convergence zone between Bora Bora and Tonga, which resulted in needing to take sanctuary inside Beveridge Reef.

      Of course, it is interesting to tell these stories, but what I find more enchanting is a regular day. When the air is right, the coffee is made, and no one is seasick, schoolbooks come out. On a weekday at sea, Wi-Fi does not exist. We have loads of books piled high under the foot of our bed in the aft, lined up on floors in bags, and completely covering the foot space on my side of the bed for the entire school year. This particular year, these books were accumulated in the States, packed in bags, hauled through airports, brought from rental to rental in the Yucatán on scuba adventures, and then finally delivered to the boat to successfully prepare for a school year, or a similar situation during a different year. My older two kids, a sophomore in high school and a middle schooler, do school in their own time, in their own way, only asking for help when they need it, and when it is time for me to go over it. I spend the rest of the day schooling my first and fourth grader until the day is almost done. It’s usually tied in with cooking and cleaning, sailing and singing, but mostly involves what other kids their age are doing in desks in stable rooms all over the world. One that does not move with the sway of the waves. I also try to weasel in my graduate work with any free time I have, either getting a daily dose of reading done or whittling away at a paper. Only if I’m extremely lucky on the weekends do I find time to do what I love, which is to write.

      Magic mostly occurs when we are at sea, and I am awakened for my night shift around 2:00 or 3:00 in the morning. The water world looms, and the stars spill in the skies with as much mystery as the water below. No boat in sight, just pure water, wind, and our floating home in movement with the earth’s elements. I’m alone. My family sleeps, and I have my tiny phone to write a poem. The top hatch of the hard Bimini is pushed wide open, and strapped into the cockpit with my life jacket, I poke my head out by the sails to locate all the constellations and planets I know. Mystical enchantment is an understatement. It is vast bewilderment, awe of circumstance, humbleness in survival. The night sky splits open for me like a river, and the breeze opens and satisfies my soul. I am completely within myself—alive. Anything could happen, yet there is a notion that this current situation will hold, and I may just be held in it. There is so much unseen space that could possibly swallow me, but for some reason comforts me, and I am not lonely. Rain could sprinkle, stars could dwindle, but the phosphorescent sea that leaves behind fairy dust will twinkle brighter. The sea salt in the air splashing from the break of waves on the hull softens my skin and my composure to love the life. The mud is washed away. No shoes needed. I’ve been to places and nestled my children near crocodiles, volcano eruptions, and turtles. I’ve kissed them to bed near giant reefs, coconuts, and to the rhythm of local music. We’ve lived through being stuck going back and forth, and now we leave whispers on the wind as we set out into what may seem like an endless horizon. The moon and its phases have filled our nights with stories. Full sails pulling us into darkness and the unknown has given us our bedtime lullabies. The breeze coming off the ocean is wrapped on me like a scarf, and the path that is laid out reflects light, a gift of the moon. The smile that creeps onto my face involves pre-dawn sea secrets that I try to hold fast within my aquamarine eyes. We have floated through the doorway into a protected place of non-stop wonder that contains musical giggles of children freed. The ocean life cares for me like a slow dance on my father’s feet when I was young. I give up any control—I am spun. The repetition of the waves is my consistent heartbeat.
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