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Where does a mistake begin? Lately I’ve found this simple question difficult. Impossible, actually. A mistake has roots in both time and space—a person’s reasoning and her whereabouts. Somewhere in the intersection of those two dimensions is the precisely bounded mistake—in nautical terms, its coordinates.


Did my mistake begin with the boat? Or my marriage itself? I don’t think so. I now suspect that my mistake took root in an innocent experience I forgot to decipher, the mystery of which has quietly ruled me. For example, I remember standing beside a blindingly blue Howard Johnson’s motel pool at twelve years old, watching a couple undress one another through a half-drawn curtain, while my estranged father disputed the bill in the lobby. Should I have looked away? Did the miscalculation occur even earlier, as I sat on a rope rug in clean kindergarten sunlight, and I leaned toward the boy beside me and accepted his insistent whisper? I still feel his dew in my ear.


And now I am sitting in a closet.


Michael’s closet.


I should explain.


I moved in a couple of days ago. I came in here looking for something of his, and discovered that the carpet is very plush. The slatted bifold doors filter the sunlight beautifully. I feel calm in here.


Hiding in closets is the habit of children, I know. I used to hide in my mother’s closet when I was a kid. Her closet contained some dressy silks and wools she never wore. I loved holding these fabrics against my body, or stepping into her high heels, as if onto a dais, rehearsing my future. I never felt ashamed.


Surely there is some connection between seeking refuge in my mother’s closet long ago and hiding in Michael’s now, but that insight does not help me.


Sometimes life just writes you tiny, awful poems.


I am uncertain whether or not I can survive this day.


I mean, if I want to.


To go out, to go outside, requires preparation and composure. If I were to go out, to start walking around and seeing people again and going to the grocery store and getting on with it, invariably what someone would ask me is, Do you wish you’d never gone? They will expect me to say, Yes, our journey was a mistake.


Maybe that’s what they hope I will say.


But saying yes to the boat was my clearest act of loyalty toward my husband.


I can’t afford to regret it.


If I did, I would only be left with my many disloyalties.




January 17. 10:15 a.m. LOG OF YACHT ‘JULIET.’ From Porvenir. Toward Cayos Limones. 09° 33.5’N 078° 56.98’W. NW wind 10 knots. Seas 2–4 feet. NOTES AND REMARKS: We are 102 nautical miles ENE of Panama City, catching prevailing winds into the sovereign territory of San Blas. The shape of the coast is still visible behind us, but ahead is just water. Nothing but water. That’s when I realize there’s only one ocean. One big mother ocean. Yes, there are bays & seas & straits. But those are just words. Artificial divisions. Once you’re out here, you see there’s just one unbroken country of water.


You would never feel this way on land.


(Not in our country.)


What a feeling. Generations of sailors have failed to describe it, so what are my chances? Me, Michael Partlow. Michael Partlow, who can’t tell you the title of a single poem. Just ask my wife, her head is full of them.





When I first met him, I thought, I’d never marry a guy like that. Too persnickety. Too conventional. No sense of humor! But I was wrong. Marriage and kids and the grind made Michael morbidly funny. He got funnier and funnier, while I, who had been funny, got less funny.


There was this muscle shirt to which he was superstitiously attached when we were living aboard the boat. The memory of this shirt makes me laugh out loud. While sailing in hot climates, you start wearing as little as possible. And cruising kids, they dress like mental patients—grass skirts and flamenco dresses with muck boots and welding visors and shell necklaces—mementos of places they’ve been. I have no idea where Michael got the muscle shirt. Panama City? It was white, with huge armholes. Standing ashore, beaming, with his boyish face and unwashed hair, he looked like a prep-school kid who’d gotten lost on a hike about twenty years ago.




The crew of our vessel is fit and in good spirits. Bosun Sybil Partlow (age 7) is sitting in First Mate Juliet Partlow’s lap in the cockpit. Deckhand George “Doodle” Partlow (age 2½) is doing his best to stand upright in the small swell. He’s pantless, waiting for First Mate to let him whiz off of the side of the boat. His slightly delayed vocabulary is strictly maritime. Boat go, fish go. We were just visited by a very large sea turtle! Surfacing portside with a head like a periscope. Sybil says it’s a spy. Whenever Sybil says anything cute, she tells me to write it down. That turtle’s a spy, write that down in your book, Daddy.


Pardon me? I say. Are you speaking to me? What do you call me underway, Bosun?


She laughs. Fine, write that down in your book, Captain.





The muscle shirt was so funny because he’s normally such a neatnik, a dandy, and a rearranger. He needs almost no sleep. His mother said he’d always been that way. Here at the house, he used to work late into the night, sending emails and finishing reports, but mostly, man-tinkering. Learning about electrical wiring by gutting another appliance or making little toys for the kids. Sometimes he’d even go across the brook, where he’d built a fire pit, and we’d sleep to the rustic scent of wood smoke.


In the morning, he’d leave for work as shiny as an apple. He wouldn’t let the children eat in his commuting car. Goldfish, Triscuits—verboten. But the family car, my car? Lawless. A layer of organic material composted under the seats. Mysterious objects thumped against the wheel wells whenever I made a sharp turn.


I understand it now, sitting here. I understand how nice it must have been for him to have a little fiefdom—a closet, where shoes are paired, and the world is shut out, and you get to make all your own choices.


My closet, just there on the other side of our bedroom, is haphazard. I gave up trying to neaten it when Sybil was a toddler. After months of hanging them up, I just left all the blouses on the floor, where they’d fallen after she’d pulled them off the hangers. She’d shuffle out of the closet in my shoes, unsteady as a drunk, and leave them where I’d never find them.


But I am a mother. Gradually, I just gave them all away, all my spaces, one by one, down to the very last closet.




January 17. 6 p.m. LOG OF YACHT ‘JULIET.’ Cayos Limones. 09° 32.7’N 078° 54.0’W. NOTES AND REMARKS: Made it here to Cayos Limones no problem & are anchored off small island with a good holding. Sybil is jumping off the transom while her mom is wrestling Doodle out of his swimmy shirt.





Smile! they used to say to sad-sack little girls like me. Then feminism came along and said fuck smiling—you’d never force a boy to smile. But as it turns out—recent studies show—that the physical act of smiling does increase one’s feeling of well-being.


So sometimes I practice.


I sit here in my closet and grimace.




January 18. 2 a.m. LOG OF YACHT ‘JULIET.’ Cayos Limones. NOTES AND REMARKS: We are inching toward middle of nowhere. Limones is an untouched archipelago of many sheltered islands w/ fringing reefs & clear waters. Not one single man-made structure. Only the sound of the surf crashing against the windward reef. It’s the middle of the night & I can’t sleep. Just cleaned all the corroded connections on the battery. More company here than I would like, due to proximity to the mainland. Folks from all over the world. At least our kids have other kids to play w/ & Juliet has other women to commiserate w/ over warm white wine.


I know it appears that what we are doing is radical. But the truth is, there are so many people out here. Sprinkled all around the hydrosphere. Sailboats, sloops, catamarans, re-creations of famous schooners, wealthy paranoids, retirees, people traveling with cats, people traveling w/ lizards, people sick of giving one quarter of their income to the government, free spirits, charlatans, and yes, children. There are thousands of children sailing this world as we speak, some who’ve never lived on land.


We say we want kids to be joyful/unmaterialistic/resilient. That’s what sailing kids are like. They climb masts & can correctly identify obscure plant life. They don’t care what somebody looks like when they meet them, they sometimes don’t even speak the same language, but they work it out. They don’t sit around ranking one kind of life against another. 71% of the earth is ocean. These kids literally cannot believe they are the center of the world. Because where would that be, exactly? They measure their days against a candid & endless horizon.





Let me begin by saying that buying a boat was the most absurd idea I’d ever heard. I’d never boarded anything but a ferry in my life, and Michael hadn’t sailed since he was in college.


You’ve got to be kidding me, I said to him. You want me, and our two little kids, to live on a boat with you in the middle of the sea?


Just for a year, he said.


I don’t even know how to sail, Michael!


You don’t need to know how to sail, he said. All you need to know is which way to point the boat. I can teach you the rest as we go.


You’re insane, I said.




But even Juliet was hard to convince. How do you sell your wife on the benefits of assuming risk? After all, if your wife is like mine, she probably married you for your stability.


In order to convince Juliet to buy the boat, I had to channel that great salesman—Artist of Spit and Staples, Prankster, Tightwad—my dad, Glenn Partlow. Nothing made Dad happier than sailing on Lake Erie in his old Westsail 32. He’d bought her on a lark from some guy at work who was trying to get rid of her quick. Those days, apparently even a supervising technician at the GM plant could afford a boat. He kept her at a marina on Lake Erie about a half hour’s drive from our house. My sister Therese joined us for the first several outings, but she got seasick. After that, it was just me & Dad on a boat neither of us deserved to sail.


The boat was named ‘Odille.’ Probably somebody’s old flame. My mom didn’t want anything to do w/ the boat. She was completely absorbed by raising us, which is not to say this was good for her or for us. It was just what moms like her in Ashtabula, Ohio, did at the time. She’d drive us around, handing us our trumpet case or our paper-bag lunch. When Dad & I went sailing on ‘Odille,’ she didn’t complain. At least not to me.


We couldn’t have taken more than 2 dozen voyages on that boat, but they clog my memory. I remember the seaglass green surface of that windy lake, the short fetch of the waves. If I wanted to see my 13th year of life, I had to learn fast. Which sheet to pull, which one to tie off, how to ready the lines for Dad, when to ask questions, when to shut up. I didn’t want to bother him. He looked so important at the helm.


When I was in 10th grade, GM offered dad a transfer from Parma, Ohio, to Pittsburgh. For reasons I never inquired about, he took the deal & sold the Westsail.


He set us up in a modest brick house on a hillside in the City of Bridges, the steep streets of which had no traction in the ice.


This last detail, of course, rearranged my life.





Of course I said no. My first reaction was shock. I thought he’d lost his mind. Me and the kids living on a boat? Michael might as well have said, Let’s live upside down and walk on the ceiling.




More than once, Juliet pointed out that my father died when he was just a little older than I am now. So maybe I was feeling something breathing down my neck—i.e. eternal quietus? And she could understand how spooky that might feel but maybe could this particular psychodrama be solved w/ something less extreme, like a triathalon?


I don’t disagree! She was right. Every marriage needs one skeptic to keep it safe. But a marriage of two skeptics will fail to thrive.





Michael and I both recognized we had problems, we just couldn’t agree on the solution. I think what was happening was, I wasn’t just talking about the implausible plan to walk away from our house and the kids’ schools and Michael’s job, no matter how assured we would be of getting these things back. I was wondering, whether we were to go or to stay, what would we do—about us?


You think this will solve all our problems. It’s magical thinking, Michael. It’s the way a child thinks.




She kept avoiding the other thing. I wasn’t really allowed to talk about it directly, so I dropped hints. Did she know, I ventured to ask, that the ancient Romans believed that sea voyages could cure depression?


She put down her book and glared at me.


Yeah, she said. They also advised eating the brains of baby rams.


She started reading her book again.


I figured, what did I have to lose? I gently lowered her book with my finger.


Juliet, I said. Don’t you see? You’re stuck. It’s been years since I’ve seen you happy. You want to stay here in Connecticut and be depressed and not finish your dissertation? That’s your endgame? Maybe this would be good for you.


I’m not “depressed,” she said. Besides, I hate that word.


OK, what should we call it?


She fluffed the pillow behind her back, indignant.


I’m very faithful to my problems.





Listen—I did not want to go. Not because I was happy where I was. Not because I thought sailing was unsafe or unwise. Not even because I thought it would stress our marriage, because, well—too late.


I did not want to go because I was already struggling with a deficit of—I also dislike the word “self-esteem.” It had been a rough couple of years after both children were born. There’s a lot more to say about that. I’d also recently deserted my dissertation. The truth was, I was worried I’d be a terrible sailor.


An embarrassment.




January 23. 10:15 a.m. LOG OF YACHT ‘JULIET.’ Cayos Limones. A.M. rain followed by clear skies. NOTES AND REMARKS: You know how folks out here define sailing? Sailing is repairing a boat in exotic places. First time I heard that one, I laughed. Not so funny anymore! This morning I opened up the electrical panel because a couple of the lamps were blinking & saw that half the wires were jiggled loose. Shocked that we have any lights. I’ve got my Twelve Bolt Bible here & my heat-shrink tubing & while seabirds cross the cloudless sky, I’m giving myself a tutorial on crimp fitting.


Doodle is sitting here next to me looking thoughtful.


Crimper, I say.


He passes me a Lego.


Tubing, I say.


He passes me a crayon.


But just when you’re starting to hate on your boat, something oppositely beautiful happens. The water beside us ripples as a pod of stingrays wash their wings in our lee.





I do know a lot of poems—from all those hours in my carrel at Boston College, trying to write my dissertation, before we moved out to the Land of Steady Habits.


Ironically, one reason I gave up on studying poetry is that it seemed brutally impractical compared to the urgencies of two children. But these days, inside my closet, poetry is as real to me as an ax. I need it more than food.


Lines come and go in my mind. I don’t even remember who wrote them.


Battles are lost in the same spirit in which they are won.


I eat very little, mostly just dinner with the kids, and I lap from the bathroom tap when I’m thirsty. During the day, when I have to leave the closet, I push open the bifold doors and cross our carpeted bedroom in my socks. The body creaks. The bladder longs. I avoid the bathroom mirror. When I return to our bedroom, sometimes I linger by the front windows, where birds mob our blighted apple tree. I spy on them, just as the occasional curious neighbor spies on me. Our plain white house is now a point of interest. It’s been on the news. I see the way people walking past our house slow down, and how, if in pairs in the evening, they exchange a somber look.




Vivas to those who have fail’d!


And to those whose war-vessels sank in the sea!


And to those themselves who sank in the sea!





It’s true—history is written by the victors. That’s why we need poets.


To sing of the defeats.




January 25. 11 p.m. LOG OF YACHT ‘JULIET.’ Cayos Limones. Brisk NE winds. Clear weather. NOTES AND REMARKS: Will sail east in 2 days. Maybe finally get off the beaten path. Sky tonight amazing. A bowl of stars. I love it on deck at night. Sometimes after Juliet falls asleep, I come up here & crawl into the sail cover. You don’t even need a headlamp to write by, the moon is so bright. Like a spotlight. Like the sun of a black & white world. You can see every frond of every palm on the island, thrashing in the trade winds. The sand bright as snow. The surf rolling up & down the beach.


If I had it my way we’d be circumnavigating the globe. If I was by myself I’d be halfway to the Marquesas. 3 weeks out of sight of land. Then I’d have me a real night watch!! Instead, in order to reassure Juliet, we’ve plotted a course that clings to the coast of Central & South America. Panama City, Cartagena, Caracas. From there I am hoping she will sign off on a crossing. We could go anywhere across this huge sea.


Monserrat? Punta Cana? Havana?


But for now, it’s just me, my Captain’s log & a couple curassows I can see when their roosting tree blows a certain way. Somebody forgot to secure their halyard the next boat over. I have half a mind to swim over there & fix it. Funny how the more alone you get out here, the aloner you want to be. You want to find an anchorage with nobody in it at all. Just you and the stars, stars, stars. Stars get you thinking.


We’re just a hyphen between our parents and our kids. That’s what you learn in middle age. Mostly this is something a mature person can live with. But every once in a while you just want to send up a flare. I too am here! Everybody is sympathetic until you try and make your minuscule life interesting and then they’re like, What’s wrong with you? You think you’re special?


You learn a lot about people when you tell them you’re going to sea w/ your kids. About 10% of them will say, Hey, that’s amazing, Godspeed, and the other 90% won’t hesitate to tell you why it’s impossible. Then they want you to spend a couple hours walking them back, explaining how you are going to get food, or take a shower, or keep up with the news.


Whenever we told people that we were going to sail as a family, they’d fixate on different things. Some folks worried about whether it’d be good for me & Juliet’s marriage. Wouldn’t it be tough to live 24/7 in a 44-foot floating capsule?


(A fair question, one that I’m still mulling over.)


Everyone was worried about the kids. How could you do this w/ kids? they asked. Aren’t you worried about their safety? What if they fall overboard? What if they miss home? Why not wait until they’re 18? Why not wait until you’re retired?


First of all (I wanted to say to these people but didn’t), some of you won’t even let your kid climb a tree w/out first taking a tree-climbing class & wearing a harness. So I’m just not going to listen to you.


Secondly, I think there’s something wrong with the line of thought that it’s reasonable to defer your modest dream for several decades. What are we, characters in a Greek myth? Waiting for the eagle who comes to eat our liver every day because in a Greek myth, that’s normal?


I knew my mom and my sister would miss us while we were gone. I get that. It’s a lot to ask. But there were other people who hardly knew us, strangers who wouldn’t miss us at all, who seemed offended by our decision to try out life at sea. It’s like they were thinking, What’s wrong w/ highways & parking lots & elbow pads & Christmas caroling? What’s wrong w/ us?





On Michael’s side of the bed: a framed photo of Sybil. Age three, crooked pigtails, ambrosial. Even in my dark days, during my worst blues, I loved studying my daughter’s face. Even now, I never tire of staring. Look at that nose, I often think—so damned cute, so wee. Sybil’s face is heart-shaped, wide at the temples, with a small, emphatic chin. The truth is, it’s her father’s face. Distantly Finnish, midwestern, wide open and friendly. You can almost sense the ball fields and the Coca-Cola and the square dances that it took to produce that kind of a face.


Me, I’m the dun-eyed child of upstate New York, a plain splitlevel house and a messy divorce, as well as a couple other things I’d rather not talk about. My father’s people—a tribe of hardbitten Irish depressives—culled their numbers with committed lifelong cigarette smoking. My mother’s mother was a tyrannical lady from San Juan by whom I was awed the few times I saw her. My mother used to say that she was treated like a human clothespin as a child: Stand there, hold that.


In short, when Sybil was born, I was relieved that she took after Michael’s side of the family. I was relieved that she didn’t look like me.


It’s sad, though, I realize, to be relieved that your kid doesn’t look like you.


Listen, sometimes I don’t know whether something is “sad” or not.


I mean, sad poems or songs make me feel better. I think—yes, that is precisely how I feel. Then I feel better.


But others seem dispirited by the news sad poems deliver.


I used to have to check with Michael.


Was that a “sad” movie? I would ask him, leaving the theater. Is this a “sad” song? I mean, according to you.


Yes! he’d say, laughing. According to anybody.




If ever there was a method for squaring dreams w/ reality, it’s buying a boat. Especially a boat you’ve never seen. But what a boat! She’s a 1988 CSY 44 Walkover. Center cockpit. Two berths & a saloon. Larger-than-king-size bed in the aft master cabin. Perfect split berth for the kids forward. Huge fridge, three-burner stove. Very roomy. Fiberglass, mostly. No wood laminate, just wood for the bulkheads and the interior furniture. A horizon-pointing bowsprit for me, wood carvings in the bulkheads for my poet wife. We had to buy her w/out seeing her. Of course we would have preferred to buy something nearby. But the fact that she was in Panama made her 20 grand cheaper. I had already scoured the marinas from Westport to Larchmont. We don’t have that kind of $$. I paid for her outright. 60 grand. The payout from Dad’s life insurance. Our nest egg. (Talk about poetry.) OK, technically I didn’t have the full amount. But I solved that, w/ just a little creativity.


We got down here in September, but after 2 weeks in Bocas del Toro, she still wasn’t even in the water. Her hull needed a scraping, followed by 3 new coats of paint. Juliet spent days hanging out with the kids outside of the supermini eating fried yucca, waiting to practice her Spanish w/ someone. Eventually she got sick of this & took the kids to sit at the marina bar & let them inhale bowlfuls of ice cream.


I could see them from the boatyard. I had the pleasure of watching a whole U.N. of sailors flirting w/ my wife—Jamaicans, Australians, Panamanians—leaning on the bar drinking cold Stags. They didn’t seem to mind the toddler in her lap, & neither did she. Juliet has a very distinct laugh, you could hear it clear across the boatyard.





The thing about depressed people is, once they feel a little better, they are prone to large, generous gestures they can’t really live up to.


For months, throughout an entire winter, we argued about Michael’s proposal endlessly. It’s amazing how many good reasons I had for not taking the children to live on a sailboat, and also how none of those reasons were my real reason. I simply could not afford another failure. I had already let down “my crew,” as it were. I already knew what that felt like.


One night in early spring, we were sitting in bed. It was late. We’d made a habit out of arguing at night. I had a bowl of popcorn in my lap. Popcorn was a good mid-argument snack. Also easy to see in the dark. In the time-outs, we were friends. I fed him little handfuls.


He was speaking about, among other things, how he felt he was being “called” by the sea. He wanted to learn from the sea. He wanted to have “confidence in the face of risk.” He believed that was part of his American heritage. Bravery built our nation, he said. I nodded, half listening.


I want this so badly I can feel it in my loins, he said.


Where are the “loins,” anyway? I asked idly, licking salt off my fingers. I mean, are they a real body part? I’ve always wondered.


Michael sighed and rolled onto his back. Hand over his eyes. Getting ready for another Juliet-style wild-goose chase.


Suddenly, I felt very bad for him.


I loved him. Long ago, and then, I’m sure now.


I don’t know what loins are, Juliet, he said, finally.


I stared out the window, into the dark night sky, etched with branches.


Well, whatever they are, I said, they sound delicious. If we come across any cannibals at sea, I bet they’ll eat our loins first.


Michael took his hands from his eyes and looked at me. A husband’s eyes look so shiny and plaintive in the darkness.


He threw off the covers and ran around to my side of the bed.


He knelt down and clasped my hand.


Juliet, he said. Is that a yes?




Who was I to complain?


This whole damned thing was my idea.





We arrived in Panama right in the middle of rainy season. I’d never seen rain like that. Every hour or so, the air would go quiet, the streets would empty, and then, with absolutely no further warning, the sky would just tantrum. Rain drilled the corrugated roof of our little apartment above the boatyard so loudly that one had to shout to be heard. On the street, the rain pocked the dirt with hail-size divots, turning the streets to estuaries; as it drove into puddles, it bubbled and geysered, giving the impression that the rain was coming not only from above but from below. We were so clueless that we often left our laundry on the line, until we realized no one attempted to dry laundry outside during rainy season.


The rain was only matched in passion by my own dumb tears. Those first couple of weeks in Bocas del Toro, I cried every night—I mean, hours of muffled, dehydrating bouts of crying, Michael sometimes rubbing my back, sometimes snoring into my neck.


Then one day I said to myself, Stop your damned crying, Juliet. There’s too much water here already.


The kitchen in our apartment in Bocas was just big enough to turn around in, tiled with big mislaid chunks and old grout, a printed curtain hanging from the countertop, one of those ancient two-burner stoves that needed to be lit with a match. The kids didn’t mind. The kids thought the whole thing was a party. Someone had given George a little FIFA skill ball and that’s about all he needed. He carried it around like a pet. At the supermini across the street they had these ice pops, called duros—thick, fresh-squeezed juice frozen in a plastic cup—and we’d sit there licking them like deer at salt. Sybil loved the cartoonish toot of the public bus, and she loved to sit outside the supermini licking her duro. Whenever a bus arrived, a whole new wave of people would fawn over her and tousle her hair, like it was her birthday on the hour.


Funny thing was, after living in Bocas for a month, it wasn’t too hard to get used to living aboard the boat. I found the small space of the boat immediately comforting, like being straitjacketed. No oversize Ethan Allen sectionals, no ottomans, no flat-screen TVs, no free weights, no full-length mirrors, no garment steamers, ironing boards, or vacuum cleaners, no talking, life-size Minnie Mouses or Barbie playhouses with elevators, no plastic Exersaucers or bouncers or strollers, no cake stands, casserole dishes, waffle makers, decanters, no heirlooms, antiques, or gewgaws, no framed certificates, no eight-by-ten photos, no coffee-table books, no takeout menus, or paperwork from the previous millennium, no glass, no vases, no valuables, no art, nothing that could break, shatter, or make you cry if you lost it, which gradually, of course, changed the relationship I had to things, basically dissolving it.




Once we got her in the water, we discovered a laundry list of other necessary fixes, small & large. After an idle rainy season in the tropics, she smelled like a gym towel. The upholstery was a joke, as were the moldy life jackets. Her batteries were dead. The head pump didn’t work. I went back & forth on buying a new mainsail. After a shakedown cruise by myself in October, watching her heel, all sails set & drawing, I shelled out for a new mainsail. The engine worked perfectly. The dinghy was a tough little inflatable w/ an 8-horsepower outboard. Sybil named it ‘Oily Residue.’ The kids and I knocked around in ‘Oily Residue’ whenever Juliet needed some alone time. We circled the marina at Bocas, waving at all of Juliet’s boyfriends. I even taught Sybil how to steer the dinghy, and all the guys back on shore would pat her head and tell her what a fine sailor she was.


3 weeks turned to 4. 4 weeks turned to 5.


By the time you realize how over-budget you are, you’ve already fallen in love. I remember when I first saw her, sitting on stilts in the boatyard, her dirty keel exposed, while they blasted away at her with hoses. Took me a couple hours to believe she was real, & that we had done it, after so much doubt & back & forth & finally just the letting go.


The next day they got down to it and painted the boat with two coats of brick-red antifouling. I felt jealous pangs watching the men at the boatyard stroke her hull w/ paint. It seemed kind of intimate. OK, I’d be lying if I denied having vaguely romantic feelings for the boat, a kind of chaste but thirsty love, not unlike the attraction I felt for Juliet when she was in her third trimester, w/ big, jaunty breasts, awesomely wide-beamed.


(Please God, do not let Juliet ever find this log.)


The double Juliets, that was my idea.


Before the guys in the boatyard put her in the water, the last thing we did was scrape off the words on the transom and rename her.


The lettering was on the schmaltzy side, a loopy, romantic script.


Eventually there was my boat, just as I had imagined her:


‘Juliet.’





As soon as we moved onto the boat, the differences in our skill level became clear. Michael was always doing something. Whenever we were at anchor, or if seas were calm, or the children were asleep, he could be found with a knife or shredding rope, or glaring at a broken shackle.


Back in Connecticut, I’d never once seen him smooth a tablecloth or fluff a pillow. The home, the children, had been my sphere. Whether or not I had particular gifts in that area had not mattered. We divided everything up unconsciously along gender lines I’d thought had been consigned to the cultural ash heap. For a poet, I had a lamentable lack of imagination around my daily life—losing myself in laundry and small fascinations. And Michael was the kind of dad who, when left in charge, would send urgent texts asking questions I’d answered when he was not listening the day before, so that I’d spend half of my time away conducting remote assistance, like a NASCAR crew chief.


Who says smiling isn’t important for men? He asked all his favors with remorseless good nature. He was confident in his actions, whether or not they were the right ones. Sybil would be hopping from foot to foot needing a toilet, but instead Michael would take forty-five minutes to lash a freshly cut Christmas tree to the car rack, as if we were going to drive home via the landing strip at Bradley airport.


But aboard the boat, our spheres overlapped, ungendering us. Because the boat was not just a boat, it was our home. So he understood what it meant to take care of it. On deck, he coiled the lines in perfect chignons. He liked to buff the chain plates and grease the winches. I had to learn how to slop fish guts overboard and start a flooded outboard motor; it was patently ridiculous to wait for someone else to do these things.


At first, my fears were confirmed—I was a barely competent crewmember. I bumped my head on the same things every day—the companionway, the shelving over the children’s berths. There was no learning. I was a cack-handed first mate, a housewife-onthe-run, a poet who’d run out of verse. I had my Ph. but not the D. Someday, due to my inattention, I was sure I’d be hit with the boom and thrown overboard, and the best thing about drowning would be that I wouldn’t have to pump the damned head anymore. The piston stuck. You had to grease it with olive oil every couple of days.


Everything at sea was an effort. Especially in the tropics, where equipment dried stiff or rusty or tacky after a downpour, and every crevice was clogged with salt . . .


I did not know that I was becoming a sailor.


I did not know what the sea would ask of me.




Naysayers? Turns out they’re everywhere.


One of the guys back in the Bocas boatyard, he used to get under my skin.


You rename the boat? this man asked me.


He wasn’t even the foreman, just some dude the other guys seemed to look up to, the one who considered himself big man. He had a gut, w/ skinny legs, and he wore American-style work boots, which no one else wore. Even I went around in supermini flip-flops. When the men worked, this guy would talk & talk. Literally nonstop, no one else ever taking a turn or interrupting him. It was like he was hypnotizing them w/ this endless monologue, which was only broken up by loud machinery.


Bad luck to change the name, this guy had said to me, shaking his head.


You think so? I said, trying to be friendly. I’ve heard that said.


We looked up at ‘Juliet’ in her cradle, her hull red like the breast of a robin.


Bad luck, he said again, still shaking his head.


Well you know, I said, people rename their boats all the time.


And you ever know what happen to those boats, my friend?


He tapped me on the arm, even though I was right there.


You study what happen to those boats?


Anger twisted in my chest.


Thanks for your concern, man, I said.


No problem, he said.


I really feel your love, thank you.


No problem, he said coldly.


I left him standing there, looking at me. Then he started up again with the talking.


Walking up the path I heard a chorus of laughter at my back.


Hombre muerto, someone muttered.





We worked so hard to prepare her, to provision, to plot course, that we lost track of days. We even forgot Thanksgiving. Other cruisers in Bocas had told us we would know when we were ready.


And suddenly, we were.


One day, there was a palpable feeling of preparedness.


The ocean waiting like so much road.


We’d take our first overnight sail immediately. Two days across the Golfo de los Mosquitos to the colonial town of Portobelo. Michael didn’t relinquish the helm once. We arrived with a buoyant and slightly manic captain. We decided to stay in Portobelo and have an honest Christmas.


Days slipped by. Petals falling on water.


It wasn’t until January that we made our first push into San Blas, stopping first at Cayos Limones.


San Blas is the Spanish word.


Guna Yala is its real name.


Nearly four hundred tiny islands: the semiautonomous homeland of the Guna.


The Guna permitted no commerce, no buying and selling. The farther you got into the territory, the fewer traces of mankind there were. The casual tourist stayed away. Because there was only the sea. The sea and small atolls of sand and palm. You wondered if you kept sailing, would you yourself disappear; the idea was not unpleasant.


I have a very clear memory: We were en route from Limones. Eastward into the heart of Guna Yala. Halfway across the Mayflower Channel. I was sitting with my back to the mast. Daydreaming.


The horizon had that effect on me. The undeviating line of sea and sky emptied my mind. Scarves of thought pulled painlessly from the magic hat. You must understand, we were never fully out of sight of land—not until that final crossing. So fear, if one felt it, could be soothed by finding the shoreline, which was always there.


Let’s face it, I was a terrible watchman. The changes in perspective entranced me. The different kinds of wind entranced me, and I kept trying to name them: questioning wind, tender wind, triumphant wind. On watch, I was only dimly aware of what was happening in the near distance, or on the boat itself.


Suddenly Sybil was screaming.


Mommy! Daddy! Captain Daddy! Sailboat starboard, Daddy!


My heart dropped. She was right—a sailboat was crossing our starboard quarter at a mysteriously close distance. Where had it come from? From behind the large island to starboard, obviously. I was stunned to realize that Michael was below, while also remembering that he’d told me he was leaving the helm moments earlier. Uselessly, I beheld the boat, not much longer than us, but filling the horizon. Her almond-shaped hull was blond wood, and piles of complicated sails gave her the look of origami.


By the time I had scrambled across the cabin top to the cockpit, Michael was already at the helm, face flushed with purpose.


All right, crew, he said. Are we the stand-on vessel?


Yes? I cried. No? Do you want me to look it up, Michael?


He laughed. No, Juliet, honey. I was hoping you’d know. We’ve got to give way. Let’s see you do it.


Is this the best time for a teaching moment, Michael?


But he had already stepped away from the helm, and I had to lunge forward to keep the wheel from spinning.


We are on a port tack, I said. We have to go behind.


I turned the wheel hard, and Juliet fell off. Like a spurned woman, giving the passing ship her shoulder.


The origami ship glided past like something from a myth. We were close enough to see the objects in the cockpit, the very cleats on the deck.


One old man stood at the helm steering with his arm looped through the wheel. Despite the dangerous nearness of our boats, he seemed unfazed. I could have heard him if he’d spoken.


He looked at us with a kind of ancient patience, gave us a perfunctory wave, and then was gone.




Am I doing the right thing? Hell, I don’t know. That’s a completely different subject.





Already, I revise the past. I make it sound like the boat was our first real point of contention. Back in Connecticut, we didn’t just argue about the boat. Michael and I had much bigger problems. We weren’t in a great place. As a couple, I mean. We didn’t see the world the same way. We fundamentally disagreed. We weren’t—how do I put this? How do I put this now?




Never told Juliet this so maybe not such a great idea to write it down. I wouldn’t put it past her snooping. (HEY, JULIET. If you are taking the time to read this, you must be A] really, really bored, or B] confined to a hospital bed.) When I was still working at Omni, I used to sneak down to this freshwater marina near the Long Island Sound in the middle of the workday. Just to look at the boats. In my corporate uniform. Nobody ever said to me, What are you doing here? Nobody ever asked me a single personal question. Like it was the most natural thing for a guy in business wear to walk around the docks in the middle of the day asking the cruisers where they’d come from or where they were going. Then I’d go back to work w/ some B.S. about where I’d been.


There was a boat of Canadians, a mother, father & two kids, sailing the most beautiful gaff-rigged sailboat. I’d watch them for long stretches, the kids playing w/ buckets & kayaks & mom and dad working on the boat, or just sitting on deck . . .


One day an older gentleman came up to me.


Some boat, he said.


I know, I said.


They live on that boat, he told me. Already been around the world once.


Me & the old guy stood there looking at the boat in silence. I don’t think I’ve ever wanted anything so badly. I mean, until then, I’d never really envied somebody else’s life.


People think they’re running from their problems, the man said. But those people are not running from problems. They just want different problems. They don’t want the problems of paperwork and traffic and political correctness. They want the problems of wind and weather. The problem of which way to go.


I looked over at the guy. He had a full head of gray hair that sprouted out the sides of his MAGA baseball cap.


Harry Borawski, he said, extending his hand. You’d be surprised how affordable a boat like that is.





After Georgie, something had changed in our marriage, and there was nowhere solid to put the blame. We were almost forty, and simultaneously our marriage had—I don’t know—thickened, agglutinated, become oatmeal-like. Differences between us that had once provided sparks now seemed inefficient. Was there love? Yes, yes—but at the margins. At the center, there was administration. Michael worked until six or seven p.m. All I wanted by then was a handoff for that final hour. At bath time, both kids in the tub, slippery and hairless, as I tried to keep one or the other from going under, I would whisper, Please come home, come home.
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