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It’s been said that each of us would thrill to the good fortune of having one profound, loyal, unconditional friendship in our lifetime. Count me doubly lucky; I have two such steadfast, lifelong friends. Candace and Bonnie, every moment spent with each of you is a treasure—then, now, forever.









Tell me, what is it you plan to do with your one wild and precious life?


MARY OLIVER


“The Summer Day”
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ONE


Crisis


The chanting begins in a gentle chorus and grows to an adrenaline-fueled frenzy. Our voices emanate from the dock at Marina Hemingway in a resounding boom, sweeping over the cobblestoned streets of Old Havana, wafting across the sea toward faraway U.S. shores.


The Xtreme Dream Team is thirty-five strong. We are huddled. Closest to me in the center is Bonnie. And Candace. And Mark. And John. They are my lifeline.


I yell. The cadence falls in:


“Where we swimming FROM?”


They answer:


“CUBA!!”


I pump it up a notch:


“Where we swimming TO?”


They escalate:


“FLORIDA!!!!!!!”


We are giddy with faith. Our secular version of a religious revival, the congregation chanting in a fever. We are as one. This will be Our Time. Our collective passion catapults us into an altered state of zeal. Our voices pump through the humid late afternoon of a sultry day in Havana, September 23, 2011. We are believers.


The crew scatters to their respective boats while I return to the hotel room. They need to be through customs and waiting for me to swim out of the mouth of Marina Hemingway Harbor in two hours.


I go back to the silent rituals. Hydrating. Yoga. Stretches. Deep breathing. A meditation of calm and focus. I am talking to myself, very slowly. I inhale with one syllable, exhale with the next, imbuing my brain with the mandates of this possibly impossible endeavor, this endeavor that drives my life force:


Take every minute, one at a time. Don’t be fooled by a perfect sea at any given moment. Accept and rise to whatever circumstance presents itself. Be in it full tilt, your best self. Summon your courage, your true grit. When the body fades, don’t let negative edges of despair creep in. Allowing flecks of negativity leads to a Pandora’s box syndrome. You can’t stop the doubts once you consent to let them seep into your tired, weakened brain. You must set your will. Set it now. Let nothing penetrate or cripple it.


I visualize pulling on a titanium helmet before the first stroke. This is my will. This strength of mind cannot be diminished. We think, after our two failures, that we know every possible roadblock that can emerge to thwart our journey, yet it is truly a vast, unfathomably powerful wilderness out there. This is a swimmer’s Mount Everest, the great epic ocean endeavor of our blue planet. It’s never been done. Strong swimmers have been questing across this ocean since 1950. No one has made it all the way across unaided.


You can do this. You will do this. The mantra takes on a rhythm with each breath, through the toe touches, the shoulder rotations. The body is warming, loosening. The mind is steeling. The spirit is reaching its necessary, indomitable plateau.


Bonnie and I, silent together in the austere, Communist Hotel Acuario room, go about our business. I have a blanket spread out on the floor. Neck circles, hamstring reaches, trunk twists. I drink a few ounces of water in between each exercise. My robe is ready, goggles in one pocket, cap in the other. Yet I still check to see they’re there, neurotically, over and over. My suit is hanging on a hook next to the robe. The surreal feeling is coming on. I am ultra-aware of the molecules of oxygen traveling with each long sip of air to the bottom of the solar plexus, then the carbon dioxide inching back up toward my lips. The folds of the robe, revealing the words “Fearless Nyad” across the back, appear as a million puffs of fleece and cotton I’ve never noticed before. The cool water streams down my throat as if drop following individual drop. Bonnie’s voice every few minutes is a steady, low-register, checking in. Monosyllables. We don’t need to talk. It’s all been said. We’re ready.


Candace pays me a soulful last visit. I’m the lucky one. Two lifelong best friends. Candace’s touch imparts a wave of calm as she lays her hands on my shoulders, my neck. She is breathing slowly, deeply and that makes me take on her rhythm. She settles my nerves. She heads off to her boat, assures me she’ll be there every stroke of the way.


The golf cart shows up at four forty-five p.m., right on time to take us to the start. Bonnie and I sit close. Silent. We know our friendly driver, Jorge. He doesn’t say a word. He understands. The significance of the moment is palpable. When we come around the corner and see the ocean, we share the surge of hope simultaneously and dare to exchange a knowing glance. It’s flat as glass. The reflection of clouds stands still on the surface, all the way to the horizon. We know better than to imagine we will have sixty hours of this perfection. Or thirty. Or ten. Or two, for that matter. But for this moment, the vision of this calm washes over us like fairy-dust magic, perhaps an omen for many hours of smooth swimming ahead.


My “big bear,” my dear friend El Comodoro José Miguel Escrich of Havana, and my cherished friend from Mexico, Kathy Loretta, our Xtreme Dream Cuba Ops Chief,1 are waiting for me at the rocks. The start will be a plunge off the boulders that line the mouth of famous Marina Hemingway, where Ernest Hemingway himself fished, drank, and told bon vivant tales, where the Kennedy clan and Sinatra’s Rat Pack and Mafia dons partied many nights away on luxury yachts before the Revolution of 1959. The place shimmers with textured fables, which is of course a big part of the allure of this crossing. The natural rock wall, first buttressed to protect this island country from pirates and invasion, has by now kept Cubans in as much as it has kept others out. To swim all the way from one nation to another, from this particular forbidden land to my home country, to fully comprehend the lives of so many Cubans who left this very shore, in makeshift rafts in the middle of the night, speaks a compelling drama. Apolitical as I am, it’s a drama written by impactful events that has always gripped me.


This passage, considering the powerful Gulf Stream, with its attendant eddies and countercurrents, the particular dangerous animals lurking beneath, is unlike any other hundred-mile ocean crossing on Earth. Were you to spread out the nautical charts of all the globe’s equatorial waters, those warm enough for a swim of this length, you simply couldn’t find a more challenging hundred miles for a swimmer. This stretch, Cuba to Florida, is where Mother Nature rages. We all, the Cubans and our Team alike, grasp the gravitas of the occasion. History extends across the sea before us.


The Cuban press corps is lined up in full force, their cameras set up in a sweep along the rocks. The beautiful royal-blue stripes of an oversized Cuban flag stretch strong and proud across the start area. Our five boats stand sentry off the rocks, along with a number of Cuban boats that will escort us out to international waters, twelve miles off the coast.


As I step down onto the flat rock area, the Team roars: “Onward! Onward! Onward!” Bonnie and I pump our fists toward them.


Bonnie begins the smearing of grease as I get the cap and goggles ready. I answer a few polite questions from the press, the lengthy questions having been handled at the press conference earlier. These are simply a few of the “How do you feel?” “Are you heartened, to see the calm sea in front of you?” “Will this be the last time?”


Fair enough. This is my third attempt. Will this be the last time? Of course this is the last time. But I did say that twice before.


The overwhelming scope of the quest tugs me away from all this immediate activity for a minute. I am sixty-two years old now, no longer the cocky twenty-eight-year-old who stood here all those years ago, not so evolved. I know only too well what monumental Nature lies out there.


The big picture, the Dream still alive after all these years, takes over as I look toward that elusive horizon. The enormity of it all wells within: the outrageously extreme training sessions, all the knowledgeable, dedicated people who have stuck with me. The epic crossing carries profound meaning for them, too; it’s not just me. We shared heartache on the first two failures, the first thirty-three years ago and the second only six weeks back, both times very difficult to accept on the heels of such mammoth efforts. Yet pride swelled in our chests from the bravery we showed, the professionalism of the expeditions we put together. It’s all huge for me right now. The panoramic perspective stuns me, takes me up and away from these solid rocks. It’s in my soul, this Cuba Swim, far and away more than a mark of athletic endurance. This crossing has come to emblemize all I believe in, my worldview. Reaching stroke after stroke toward this particular horizon is my version of Browning’s reaching for heaven. The vision of it, the planning, the training, the unwavering belief in the face of overwhelming odds—this swim demands and defines the person I want to be. The person I can admire. But the depth of it all—it’s too much for this moment. There will be plenty of time, on the other side at long last, for soulful contemplation. Right now I need to take that first stroke, to get a rhythm, to start the work.


We hear of football players pausing in the tunnel before running onto the field for the Super Bowl, tennis players waiting for their names to be announced before walking onto the grass for the Wimbledon Championship, track stars crouching for the start of the their Olympic sprint final. They all talk about their various tricks for calming their screaming nerves, their virtual blinders turning their attention inward and away from the outside distractions, the thirst to hit that first ball and get to the work they know so well, the wisdom to push the grand perspective to the back of their minds. I snap back to reality now. I’m back on the rocks. Bonnie is real again. I need that first stroke.


I salute the Team. No bugle this time. Low-key is our MO. Bonnie and I hug and say “Onward” quietly to each other. She gives me the nod, and I take the leap. The real leap. The metaphoric leap. In the air I say out loud, to myself, in the French pronunciation: “Courage!” After the punishing weeks, months, years of hard work, after the maddening wait for weather in Key West, now the first stroke is under way. It’s an indescribable relief.


I make my way toward Voyager’s right (starboard) side. Voyager is my escort boat, my navigation boat, my Key West training boat, my beacon for the nearly twenty-nine hours of the last attempt. I feel tremendous fondness for this thirty-seven-foot catamaran at this point. My guide. My protector. She is more than a boat to me, Voyager. She has a spirit. She’s got my back. My sturdy seafaring vessel, with her surface-level transom where Bonnie and my Handlers take such tender care of me. Her steering wheel has been reconfigured from center to far starboard now, so that Dee Brady and her crew of Drivers can keep an accurate course, dictated by our genius Navigator, John Bartlett. They need both to set the perfect course, constantly reconfiguring in small increments per John’s directions, and to keep the perfect speed, one that neither leaves me behind Voyager nor puts Voyager behind me. The Drivers need to concentrate every single minute, to position the boat so that I am directly out from Bonnie’s station. Nobody talks to the Drivers except Bartlett and Bonnie and Mark. Once I am away from Voyager, danger becomes more likely. And once I am away from Voyager, the shortest route from Havana to Florida is lost. Added yards escalate into added miles, and the possibly impossible becomes truly impossible.


John’s navigation space is at the stern, a cabin right above the Handler’s low station. I can see John, head buried in his charts, reading his various instruments, when I breathe to the left, toward the low Handler’s transom. We occasionally catch each other’s eyes. We exchange looks of solidarity, sometimes while I’m stroking, sometimes while I tread water during the feeding and hydration stops. John can talk to Bonnie and her crew right out the navigation cabin window. He can jump up onto the deck to talk to Mark Sollinger, our Ops Chief, and the Drivers and all other crew on board.


The Shark Divers take their sentry positions way up top, on the roof. The visibility of dark shadows below in the daytime Gulf Stream from up on that roof is as far as half a mile, with deep ocean views, so they feel confident they can handle any shark well in advance of it poking around close to me. Nighttime is a different story. We use no lights of any kind at night. Lights attract jellyfish, and bait fish, and then sharks. With no moonlight, the situation we are facing tonight, you literally cannot see your own outstretched hand. The Handlers know I’m still there, twenty-one feet to the right of Voyager, solely by the slapping of my hands on the surface. The only people who actually see me in the pitch-black night are the two Kayakers on duty, the electronic Shark Shields tethered to the bottoms of their boats. The paddler to my right needs to keep that Shield very close to me, within three feet, in order for it to cast its elliptical field wide enough underwater to be effective. Another paddler, with another Shield underneath, is right behind me, alert to stop quickly if I stop quickly. These first two are in formation out by Voyager. The other four paddlers are back on their mother ship, resting and ready to take their next shifts, two by two.


Bonnie has been transported from the start to Voyager and has snuggled into her transom perch by the time I get there. I am warning myself over and over not to let this glassy sea seduce me into any fantasies of it lasting very long. I’m just trying to cruise, not push, as the early-going excitement is making me feel like a million bucks. The temptation is to click off some fast miles, use this dead calm to push forward while we’ve got it. Push the stroke rate up a bit. But a pro knows better. One must settle into the pace that is viable for the long haul. Draining the body a bit now, to cover more ground while it’s flat, will not serve us well later, when every ounce of reserve energy will be called upon.


Bonnie signals me to calm down, slow down the stroke rate a bit. Back in the old days, in my twenties, I always swam at sixty strokes per minute. Like literal clockwork. I would count six hours of sixty-stroke blocks: an hour of 60 × 60 in English, an hour in German, an hour in Spanish, an hour in French, then an hour of half English, half German, and an hour of half Spanish, half French. I’d look up after those six hours of 60 × 60 stroke counts and we would be at precisely six hours. Not five hours, fifty-eight minutes or six hours, one minute. Precisely six hours. But now, mostly due to the new freestyle stroke I’ve learned to lessen the burden on the torn biceps tendon in my shoulder, I am averaging fifty-two to fifty-four strokes per minute. Bonnie is signaling that I’m up around fifty-eight and she wants me to bring that down slightly.


It’s just about dusk and, trying hard to not project into the night and imagine how long this delicious calm is going to last, I am nonetheless very happy. I’m starting to sing my songs. Sunset spreads like melted butter across half the horizon to the left, the direction toward which I breathe, golden-yellow cellophane with orange trim. The skyline of Havana is slowly fading behind us. I can see the Voyager crew is settled, everybody at their posts. The Kayakers, the tails of their electronic Shark Shields trailing under their boats, are swinging into formation next to me. We are in sync and, gliding toward the horizon, I let our chant well up in my ears and sing it in my head one hundred times.


Left arm, right arm: Where we swimming from?


Left arm, right arm: CUBA!


Left arm, right arm: Where we swimming to?


Left arm, right arm: FLORIDA!!


The night is coming. Every few minutes, the sky grows darker. I’m prepping my counting progressions and song-list goals for the night. While it’s true that it’s best to take each minute unto itself, or at least each ninety-minute session between feedings, my strategy also includes working on a bigger series of goals, and that’s nighttime, daytime, nighttime, daytime. And now it’s time to get into a groove until first light tomorrow. I’m going to start with Bob Dylan tonight. Dylan and a counting pattern between each song of two thousand strokes in each of the four languages. Here we go.




It ain’t no use to wonder why, babe


If you don’t know by now





I’m content. The water is warm. I’m high up on the surface, the stroke strong, goggles and cap comfortable. Let’s get through this first night. That’s all that’s in front of us, this first night. I can’t wait to look back and no longer see the lights of Havana. We’re only two hours in, but Mark and Bonnie and John and Dee have been elated with the ideal conditions so far. All the way around, we’re doing what we came to do. We’re in a groove. The groove is in rhythm.


“Woaaaooohhwww! Wawoooh! Ouoooohhhh! It’s intense! One, two, three, four, five, six. I’m on fire, I’m on fire. I’m on FIRE!! Help me . . . Bonnie, HELP ME!”


I know the sharp sting of the Portuguese man-of-war. Penetrating pain, often followed by pulmonary distress. Maybe nausea. But this is not the Portuguese. This is otherworldly. The stuff of science fiction. My entire body as if dipped in hot burning oil. I AM ON FIRE!! I’m close to the boat now, struggling.


I sputter syllables in choking breaths, trying to tell Bonnie that I am feeling paralysis. My mid-back, lungs area, is seizing up. Now I can’t get my arms to come up above the surface. My spinal cord seems in seizure. I can’t breathe. I struggle to blurt out, “What is it? How long is this going to last?”


Jon Rose, our EMT diver, gets in the water with me now. He’s our solo Med Team for the moment. He’s primarily part of our Shark Diver Team, experienced in the water with all kinds of animals, but this is new territory for him. Jon wipes my arms with a dry sponge. He sees jellyfish all around, with the lamp on his headgear. He pops his head up, reports that there are thousands of them swarming. They’re small, the size of a sugar cube, a clear dark blue. He’s never seen this type before.


And now, diving without full wet suit, as the water is very warm, Jon is stung himself. Hit with the same symptoms I’m dealing with—extreme breathing constriction and sensation of spinal paralysis—he struggles to pull himself up onto Voyager and tells Bonnie he’s in trouble. Jon is six foot three, 205 pounds, so less likely to feel full effects of the venom, compared to me at five-six, 142 pounds, yet he’s writhing on the deck in distress. He gasps that his breath rate has gone down to three per minute and he’s worried about surviving. Bonnie tells him to take care of himself somehow; she’s got to focus on the swimmer. Jon gives himself two injections of epinephrine but, without knowing the exact species of jellyfish, he is reluctant to give me the same shots. The full Med Team won’t be with us until the international waters line, at least a few more hours.


The official observer, Steve Munatones, says he will okay a short break out on the boat, given the life-or-death nature of the stings. But I don’t want out. This is my Dream. I’m not going to throw it away and potentially move this swim into a “Staged” category (by the rules of marathon swimming, this is when a swimmer gets out at a specific latitude/longitude, takes care of whatever crisis is at hand, and then gets back in at that same spot and continues). No one on this expedition wants a staged classification. We’ve worked too damn hard.


I stay in. Bonnie has me pull on a thin rash guard, a non-neoprene shirt (neoprene is not allowed in the sport, due to its flotation properties). Not so easy to swim in but Bonnie hopes at least protective from further stings on the arms and shoulders. The feeling of the hot-wax burn wanes as I swim on into the night, but the sensation of paralysis and the compromised breathing continues all through the night and even into the next day’s morning hours.


On the deck next to Bonnie, Jon’s recovery takes several hours (although at a press conference three days later, he will report that he is still feeling pressure at the throat and is not able to breathe normally). Now he says to Bonnie: “She’s unreal. I almost died. And she’s still swimming. Unreal.”


By early morning, the sun still not up, the University of Miami Med Team has joined the flotilla. They interview Jon Rose and get his description of the particular jellyfish and the symptoms we both experienced. They also interview most of the expedition members and those who heard the scene from their respective mother ships say my bloodcurdling screams across the night, magnified by water transporting sound, were chilling. They were truly afraid for my life.


The Med Team is ready for every emergency imaginable. Everything but this. They have never heard of this particular description of jellyfish. They are a combination of ER and sports medicine docs; they don’t work in the jellyfish universe. Common sense tells them to open my airway the best they can. Once they are on the scene, they start with inhalers, injections of epinephrine, oxygen-mask treatments, injections of prednisone, puffs from a nebulizer. And these protocols are administered more often than my usual food and hydration breaks, which normally come every ninety minutes and consist of my treading water for four to eleven minutes while taking in nutrients. A swimmer is not allowed to touch or hold on to the escort boat, a kayak, a surfboard, or any object out at sea. She must support herself on her own power for the entire crossing. But people can tend to you, hand you food, inject you with a needle, without aiding you with flotation. From the predawn hour of the Med Team’s arrival, around two or three a.m., until maybe two or three the next afternoon, I am laboring to catch my breath and struggling to find power in my stroke. Bonnie calls me in to the feeding station of Voyager more like every half an hour during that long post-sting recovery period. I am doing the best I possibly can, but Bonnie, Mark, and John are painfully aware that I am only making forward progress, and slow progress at that, about 60 percent of every hour. The northward push necessary to get across this easterly flowing Gulf Stream is both weak and not enough minutes per hour. We are, unbeknownst to me, heading east, for the Bahamas.


After midafternoon, I’m not stopping quite so often for oxygen and treatments. Yet I’m not swimming at normal full strength, either. My body feels at half-mast. The press of the hands underwater is not the normal lock onto resistance and surge forward. I am instead feebly going through the motions. The energy that comes from my normally superior lung capacity is flat. It’s by this time a double whammy: debilitation from the jellyfish venom itself, coupled with body shock from the long list of meds administered in constant repetition. I am limping along. Yet the goal of getting through the first night is now a fait accompli. And getting through the next daytime session is progressing.


I am aware that I’m weak. But I don’t waste any time or energy on anger or self-pity. These ultra-endurance epics often serve as a microcosm for life itself. As they say, life happens when we’re making plans for Scenario A, with backup plans for Scenario B, while even being smart enough to prepare for unlikely Scenario C. When Scenario Z smacks us in the gut, we gather our wits about us and dip into every resource within and without.


After a speech in Texas a couple of years ago, I was hanging with the group for a nice outdoor deck lunch. I happened to grab a seat at a table where a young couple told me their story. Their first child, a boy, suffered oxygen loss, and hence brain damage, from umbilical cord strangulation in the womb. He made it to age fourteen. Their second child had no major health issues. But their third baby, a girl, on a billion-to-one bad-luck chance of two in one family, was born with brain damage, again due to umbilical cord strangulation. So what do you feel when a bright-eyed, smiling couple tell you they’ve lost a child, are struggling as they raise an intellectually challenged child, and are trying to give their “normal” child the best life possible? I felt the tears welling up, but the husband told me they’re okay. They turn to all they have, instead of what they’ve lost, and are grateful for every day of health and joy.


So I’m thinking of that couple out in the wide blue expanse of the ocean. I can see their brave faces, full of resolve. A good team, standing strong in the face of unspeakable tragedy. Living their best lives. Now here I am, scrapping, floundering. But neither I nor the Team has allowed even a wink of negative desperation to infiltrate the expedition. We are marching onward. The chi is wounded, but the words still drive every lift of the left arm, then the right.


“Where we swimming to? FLORIDA.”


Back on automatic pilot, the titanium will wrapped tight around my brain, although weary and impaired, I have now fully embraced Scenario Z. We won’t get to Florida as fast as we forecast. The suffering has already been even greater than imagined. But we’re on our way. We are approaching twenty-four hours. The worst is behind us.


Stroking atop a translucent, glazed surface, the sun yet again fading down and away to the west, my mind is happy again, for the first time in more than twenty hours. I am singing. Gentle James Taylor. Just right for nurturing the wounded body. “Rock-a-bye sweet baby James.” The crisis is truly over. I survived. No. I more than survived. I prevailed. I am beginning to relax back into my rhythm. The focus demands of the last twenty hours, talking my body into steeling through it, it was all-consuming. Coaxing the arms to continue lifting and pushing, begging the lungs to calm—it was exhausting. Not a single moment of escape from it. Those twenty hours took everything we had. From all of us. Now we are regaining our composure.


With the luxury of now letting my mind roam, able to take in the clarity of the stunning blue Gulf Stream, tracking the sun’s downward movement every fifty or so strokes, I am taken back to a childhood moment, one I hadn’t recalled for a long, long time. I always talk about the Cuba Swim Dream first flickering in my imagination in 1978, at age twenty-eight, when I first put an expedition together to attempt it. But in truth the initial spark harkened way back to a day I stood on a beach in Fort Lauderdale, Florida, when I was nine years old. The Cuban Revolution had just happened and thousands of Cubans were flocking in exile overnight into my hometown. I was making Cuban friends, hearing the stories of their beautiful country, dancing salsa in their living rooms, eating Cuban food. Like millions of Americans—I daresay millions of people worldwide—I was (and have continued to be so all my life) captured by the mystique of Cuba. The photos were enchanting: the mustards and pale greens and sponged blues of the colonial buildings, their tall European windows flung open to reveal men playing saxophones and dominoes, couples dancing salsa in the cobblestoned alley outside the fabled Hemingway bar El Floridita, the iconic and stylish American cars of the 1950s streaming down the wide Malecón esplanade of Havana. I was enthralled with Cuba—its art, its architecture, its music, its athletes. At this semi-delirious, semi-calm moment, somewhere between these two lands, somewhere between consciousness and unconsciousness, I remember standing on that Fort Lauderdale beach at age nine with my mother.


“Where is Cuba, Mom? I can’t see it. Exactly where is it out there?”


And she pulled me close to her and raised her arm to point toward the horizon. “There. It’s right over there. You can’t see it but it’s so close, you could almost swim there.”




TWO


The Deadly Box


Last light is evaporating. Darkness envelops the sea in every direction. One corner of my brain is filtering through the night’s playlist, but I can’t get settled enough to think which tunes will engage me all night long. There is a nagging obsession. Whatever that was that attacked at dusk last night, will they hit again? I truthfully would not wish that assault on my worst enemy.


Last night was a thunderbolt. It came with alarming confusion. We were in the grip of the unknown. And yet Bonnie and I remained hard-core. The Team fell in. Silent. Loyal. We pressed toward control. We never let the mission crumble. Our backbone, our grit, was intact.


At daybreak today, more than twelve hours after the siege, we had discussed how those creatures must have come up from the shallow ocean shelves off the Cuba shore, figuring that we’d be okay this second night, way out in deep waters. The University of Miami docs had used the sat phone to call their marine biology department with a description of the jellies from Jon Rose. The experts’ answer was they were perplexed. Sounded an awful lot like the deadly box jellyfish, but until they could examine my sting marks up close, they couldn’t be sure. But they did report the box usually delivers a fatal sting. More people have died from the box than from shark bites. Each tentacle carries hundreds of thousands of harpoons. As the tentacle whips around the jellyfish’s prey, the harpoons penetrate the skin and fire their venom, with explosive speed, into both the cardiovascular and the central nervous systems. They had no effective counsel of how to protect my body from these animals. This was all new territory. For all of us.


About an hour ago, at dusk, Bonnie suggested I put the rash guard back on. I had taken it off at first light this morning. It’s loose and blousy. The drag makes lifting the arms considerably more strenuous. But it seems most of the stings occurred around my neck, biceps, forearms, and armpits, so the drag of the rash guard is not a hardship, in comparison to enduring that experience again. The marine biologists had also told us an individual becomes sensitized to these stings. In other words, you build an immunity to some venoms as you’re stung or bitten over and over. People who work with certain species of snakes expose themselves to bites to build up their immune defenses. To other venoms, you become sensitized—you tolerate the venom less and less. Such is the case with the box.


As a general rule, once we begin the expedition, whether it be sharks or navigation or weather issues, anything except how I’m doing physically and mentally, it’s the various Teammates who confer and attend to any and all problems, without my cognizance. Best that I’m not aware. My job is to keep myself together and proceed onward. Before we start, I am the CEO, so to speak. I organize everything, and every detail goes through me. Once we start, I am the swimmer. Bonnie, Mark, and John, as a matter of fact, refer to me as “the swimmer.”


But today, because I was stopping frequently, treading, and doing breaststroke with my head above water, as opposed to the normal, oblivious freestyle routine, I was apprised of what the Team had learned vis-à-vis the box jellyfish. After the ship-to-shore conference with the marine biologists, it’s not that we now know for sure what hit me and Jon; nor do we have any clue as to the behaviors of these animals or what to do to protect me. But we certainly know, through our own experience with many other species of jellyfish, that dusk is the time for them to rise and sting. Yet surely, in this vast expanse of ocean, that was just sheer bad luck last night, running into those particular jellies. We should be okay.


Even so, envisioning again plowing through an army of small blue deadly sugar-cube shapes en masse, a commanding paranoia buzzes through my brain, which is never the case with sharks. When it comes to sharks, I am rarely aware if the Team has sighted an animal. They do their business quietly. Being apprised of what they’re seeing does me no good whatsoever. Sharks are never on my mind. What would I do? I am helpless out there. The goggles are somewhat fogged, and I’m turning my head some fifty-two times a minute to breathe. I basically don’t see anything. After every long training swim, in St. Maarten, Mexico, Key West, I overhear the crew joyously recounting the pods of dolphins that played along with us for hours, the big sea turtles that surfaced and dived all around me, the gorgeous French sailboat that cut a few circles around us. Me? I see Bonnie or Mark and the starboard side of Voyager. My hearing is also impaired. The cap is tight over the ears, in an attempt to keep core body temperature as normal as possible. This immersion is as close to a full-on state of sensory deprivation as exists in the world of sports. While other issues, such as altitude, challenge an extreme alpine climber, and yet other factors press an ultra-endurance runner or cyclist or Antarctic trekker, no adventurer is as alone with her own thoughts, or more incapable of being alert and in touch with the environment for safety reasons, as a sensory-deprived extreme endurance swimmer.


I can’t be on the lookout for sharks. Absurd. Every cloud that casts a shadow on the surface, every dark underside of a wave crest—to the tired eye, they all begin to look like shark fins. I need to let go and trust my Shark Diver Team. And I do. The world-renowned shark diver Aussie Luke Tipple captains the Shark Team. Luke swims with these animals on a daily basis. He understands them. I asked him point-blank in front of the entire Team at the Havana Team meeting yesterday, if I am 100 percent safe from sharks on this crossing. He looked at me point-blank and said there is no such thing as a guarantee. This is their ocean. We’re just asking them to allow us a peaceful passage through their world.


Luke also didn’t blink when he assured me that he and his five Divers will position themselves in between any curious animal and myself. He added that, like all predators, sharks don’t want to risk their own lives by getting mixed up in something unfamiliar, such as our flotilla of boats, the kayaks, the electric field we’re emitting under me. Luke is a shark conservationist, meaning he will never kill a shark. This is their natural habitat and he works year-round to protect them. Humans are killing 170 million sharks a year these days, largely in a horribly inhumane way of slicing off their fins and letting the live animal sink, helpless, to the ocean floor. With the radical eradication of the big predator of the seas, other species in the ecosystem are proliferating at an alarming rate, which is the case with the box jellyfish. Luke will not kill any shark, but his Team will be brave enough to put themselves in harm’s way, with probing sticks to bother the sharks’ sensitive snouts. He can’t swear that a rogue, starving animal won’t swoop up to take a bite, yet he assures me he and his Team are very familiar with their behaviors and have the skills to dissuade a shark from rushing in. We have total confidence we are in good hands.


Four of the Divers work from Voyager and in the water near me, while the other two rest on their respective mother ship off to the side of Voyager, getting ready for their next shift. When they see sharks, they don’t alert the rest of the flotilla. As Ops Chief, Mark is the only one who needs to know if Divers are deployed. He is always on count as to how many people are in the water, where they are, when they’re back up on board. We don’t want to leave a Diver out there as we motor on. They work together, with soft murmurs. The last thing I need to know is that a large animal is following below. And I don’t know, not as a general rule.


But now the second night has come, and I perhaps know too much about the jellyfish. Or, better put, I know nothing yet fear everything. None of us experienced ocean types, not even the Shark Divers, have felt or previously witnessed what hit us last night. I’m not in normal swim mode. I’m not focused. That pain is too recent. The post-traumatic stress is too fresh. My mind is not prepping for a long series of numbers and songs to get through the night. It’s as though I can’t think. I’m scattered.


We’re twenty-six hours in now, twenty-four hours since the attack. Now it’s pitch-black. And sure enough, like clockwork . . .


“Whoa! . . . Whoa, Whoa, Whoa, Whoa!!”


The ravaging pain is unmistakable this second time.


The seizure of the spinal cord. The fire! The immediate attack on the lungs. Maybe I’m weaker this second night, both from the first night’s stings and from even greater than normal duress in swimming twenty-four hours after those rips—not to mention a body racked with chaos from the long laundry list of meds administered repeatedly over so many hours. The rash guard has not protected me. Steve Munatones again okays a life-or-death interruption of the event, but this time I am not conscious enough to protest. Bonnie and Mark pull me onto Voyager.


My memories of the next two hours are of course disturbed. I have watched the scene in the documentary film The Other Shore. My Med Team quickly jumps into triage protocol. Bonnie holds my head, emphatic but not panicked: “Breathe, Diana, breathe!” I see glimpses of Mark, Candace, the docs. In and out of consciousness, I’m incoherent and unaware most of those two hours.


Because we are in crisis mode, out of the water more than a few minutes, being officially categorized as a Staged Event is now inevitable. So be it. We have come too far, given too much, to just pack it up. None of us likes Scenario Z. But we’re living it.


John Bartlett is confused when Mark asks him to get back to the exact GPS point where I had been hauled out. Bartlett goes to the lead doctor, Cliff Page, and says he has just witnessed a serious medical event. My life truly in the balance. Surely we won’t be continuing. Dr. Page says he has never seen anything like it, yet I am asking Bonnie to help get me back in the water.


Some ten of us are working to get the boat, the crew, and me ready. Voices are low. There is an unspoken gravity in the air. How could one swim for twenty-four hours after these crippling stings? How could one enter the water again, after a second bout with these potentially fatal animals? No answers. Only resolve. Bonnie and Candace, having literally just witnessed their friend almost die, nevertheless show no doubts. Their jaws are clenched, their eye contact with me sure and steady. Common sense dictates to the rest of the Team that we are done. The Med Team knows full well these are dire circumstances and we need to get to shore and a hospital, but the standard has been set, from the beginning, and the human will is far and away stronger than fear and common sense combined. I cannot be deterred. Bonnie is shoulder to shoulder with me. The onward code of conviction we live by is mighty.


The Shark Team has been busy fashioning a mask out of one of their cotton hoodies. It’s not going to be ideal: just cotton cloth with holes for my eyes and mouth, cut out for my goggles and ability to breathe. Bonnie is gingerly pulling on my Lycra booties and gloves, the rash guard. All this added clothing is going to cause considerable drag. The shoulders are going to be burdened exponentially. But none of this makeshift protection is against the rules, and all of it is necessary for survival, although it’s spur-of-the-moment grasping at straws. We already know the rash guard did nothing to keep those tentacles from finding my skin.


John announces we have arrived at the precise latitude and longitude where I was hauled out. The flotilla swings into position to carry on. Hearty cheers from every boat echo across the black corner of the globe that is uniquely ours tonight. We’re together again. I slip into the inky sea and the rousing chorus of boat horns and shouts of encouragement help me more than my friends can imagine. Staged category now upon us, Scenario Z is deeply disappointing, even shocking, to me. But I will not quit.


My stroke is slow. The breath is at half capacity. The body weak but the will strong, now the chant in my brain, left arm, right arm, turns to Churchill:


“Never give in. . . . Never, never, never, never . . .”


That second night, from the triage scene on Voyager’s trampoline deck to the slither back again into the dark ocean toward a distant dawn, is sketchy in my mind. I never do gain a firm grip on reality during those long hours of darkness. That second night is far and away more desperate survival than swimming. I resort to a slow breaststroke, to catch my breath, after every hundred or so freestyle strokes. Then, when my muscles are drained from lack of sufficient oxygen, I go over onto my back to gasp, holding my lungs with my hands as if to coax them toward composure, to get my pulse back down to 130 or so in order to continue. It’s slow-going, Scenario Z, but agonizing hour by hour, we make it through the night. I recall clearly, back in the ’70s, I loved to swim at night. It seemed so stealthily exciting, to glide under the stars, happy to escape the glare that stuns the mind under the blazing summer sun. But in these more modern times, staggered by these new jellyfish blitzkriegs, the night has become a living nightmare. Bonnie encourages me to hang in for the sunrise.


It comes slowly. It’s no longer summer, and late September means longer nights, less daylight. I am looking virtually every stroke for the black to lighten, telling myself it won’t be long until I can take all this heavy clothing off. My hands are aching. The Lycra gloves are not skintight, by any means. Each pull meets with so much resistance that pressing through the stroke requires every fiber of my concentration. The good news is that I haven’t been stung again, since reentering. Is this combat outfit effective? Or do these animals only surface and sting in the early evening?


I have to take long breaths, raise the head higher than usual, to see if the stars really are fading. Yes, the sky has gone from ebony to a deep midnight blue. I stop for a couple of seconds to ask Bonnie if she thinks it safe to take the floppy shirt and headgear off yet. She asks me to hang in another hour or so, until true daylight. Sure enough, an hour later, I’m singing for the first time since those first minutes off Havana. The Beatles. “Here Comes the Sun”: “Little darling, it’s been a long cold lonely winter . . .”


All those hellishly long training hours, of course to get the body ready, but also to calibrate the mind to cope with the depths of the numbing solitude, and yet it’s taken me by utter surprise that those number progressions and the specific songs for specific moods, which I’ve purposefully and painstakingly developed, have basically not come into play on this swim. We are some thirty-six hours in now. Except for the first two hours, right out of Marina Hemingway, we have been in crisis all the way.


John Bartlett, at the navigation station, has had to get creative with the math, squeezing a bit of difficult swimming northwest, into the muscle of the easterly screaming Gulf Stream. Evidently, he’s neither happy nor hopeful about our position thirty-six hours in.


I’m not apprised of the navigation progress. The cardinal rule, which Bonnie issues to the Team on the docks before we sail out, is that nobody ever tells me where we are. Somebody might take a look at a GPS setting and see that we’re, let’s say, fifty-five miles out from Havana. So they get excited, thinking we’re halfway. But we have no idea if we’re halfway at that point. So many variables are in play, from fickle and sudden weather to swirling eddies to animals (we’re learning the hard way) to my own frailties. Just because I might have been covering miles over the bottom at a certain speed the first half of the journey doesn’t mean I’m going to replicate that progress from fifty-five miles on. I never look up and forward, anxious to catch a glimpse of a palm tree by day, a flicker of land lights by night. All I’d see is vast, depressing horizon. Better I should engage in the moment, just keep working, turning my head like a programmed robot, fifty-two times a minute, toward Voyager. I never ask where we are, how we’re doing. They never tell me. The cardinal rule.


The plan is that John, Mark, and Bonnie will come to me when they believe we’re approximately ten hours from the Florida shore. Up to that point, no matter how heartened they may be about our headway, or how concerned they are about our lack of headway, I have no idea where we are until I get the word we’re about ten hours from U.S. sands. And on this day, September 25, 2011, totally unbeknownst to me, they are terribly concerned.


For me in the water, glorious sunshine and glassy seas sparkle with positive spirit and seem to warmly embrace me from every point on the compass. I remove all the heavy material. I’m free. I have not lost hope, not for a nanosecond, of that Florida shore.


I know I’m not making terrific progress. I’m still resorting to a slow breaststroke, to catch my breath, after every hundred or so freestyle strokes. Normally, many thousands of strokes ensue without any kind of break or change of stroke or pace. Just as I don’t allow myself to start kvetching and complaining, because then the cascade of grousing flows out of control, I also don’t allow myself, under normal circumstances, to stop for a minute or two just because I’m fed up with the demands on both mind and body. You start to take a minute here to stretch your legs, a minute there to float and trip out on the cloud formations, and pretty soon you’re stopping for five here and five there. It all snowballs and you’re no longer in it, the way you need to be in it, relentless, to the end. Usually, the only stops are the feeds, called for by Bonnie. But we are clearly under the duress of abnormal conditions.


On each gasping stop, through the spells of breaststroke, as lovingly but as urgently as she can do it, Bonnie is prodding and pleading with me to try to swim more freestyle minutes per hour. I guess, subliminally, I am hearing her say that we’re not going to make it if I don’t make more steady northerly speed. I try. But with my lungs pressed to the limit, muscles underfed with oxygen, I once again revert to breaststroke, and then flop onto my back, in dire need of air. (I will discover later that the log of the serious meds I’ve taken over two days covers four single-spaced pages. In retrospect, I was probably weaker and loopier from the onslaught of medications than from the jellyfish venom itself.) Long about midday, the sun high above, I notice Bonnie and Mark and John huddling just above the Handler’s station. Something’s going on.


I will also find out later that this is the last of their many conferences since day broke that twenty-fifth of September. Bartlett has been poring over his charts, crunching his numbers. It’s over. I am simply wounded too badly, since hour number two, to push as need be to the north.


Bonnie signals me. Mark, John, Candace, and Jon Rose are all kneeling on the Handler’s platform. Other Teammates hover just above. Bartlett says it out loud. We are forty-four hours, thirty minutes in. At this rate, it would take a minimum of another seventy hours, and that would not be to reach Florida; that would be to hit one of the islands of the Bahamas.


We all cry. Bartlett tells me these are the toughest moments of his life, having to bear the bad news. He says all of them know how incredibly hard I’ve worked for this, how badly I’ve wanted to achieve it, how much I’ve suffered over these forty-four hours. His tears flow when he tells me it’s been an honor to witness this herculean effort. They reach to hold my hands, touch my head. But I’m not ready for tears. I push away from Voyager and erupt in a tirade: “This isn’t what I trained for, surviving these damn jellyfish! This isn’t the noble quest this Cuba Swim is supposed to be. This isn’t the sport of ocean swimming! These fucking jellyfish are the bane of my existence!”


That’s right. Life is not what we expect.


I swim over to the center of the flotilla and wave up to all the crew on the four other boats. I’ve been weakened too much by the stings. We can no longer hope to make Florida. Steve Munatones tells our Team that in his long history of observing ocean swims, he’s never seen a swimmer continue—much less continue for forty-two hours—after a life-threatening box sting.


The continuation of Churchill’s “Never give in” quote, by the way, goes: “Never give in, except to convictions of honour and good sense.” Good sense has now taken over. The Dream is dashed.


The spirit, I suppose, just can’t go from full-tilt on to flat-out off in a heartbeat. I tell Bonnie and Mark I want to swim until nightfall, just because I can, out of high regard to our beautiful Xtreme Dream. We crank it up again, but all that time swimming hurt has cost me, and the dark and the deadly stings of a third night loom only a few hours away.


Here’s where the strength of will becomes apparent. With the end goal firmly in mind, anything is possible, even surviving and continuing after two potentially fatal box-sting episodes. But without the destination brimming in the imagination, the will collapses. I take only twenty strokes, stop, and signal Bonnie and Mark that we are done.


I am dragged onto the little inflatable and transported to one of the larger fleet boats. For the first time, I can now see the rips of sting lines, wrapped all around the biceps, forearms, neck, thighs; I am told my back shows long red zips as well. The Med Team starts an IV. Sure, the body is whipped, but this is nothing compared to the crushed spirit. You don’t leave room for imagining defeat. Every cell of your being rousingly believes you’re going to make it. An endeavor of this magnitude couldn’t be achieved any other way. So to lie wounded and defeated on the deck, still far from land (we covered 81.7 miles in 44 hours, 30 minutes), is just plain crushing. 81.7 miles seems awfully close to the finish line, if the closest straight vector from Havana to Key West is 103 miles, but our 81.7 miles were largely to the east, toward the Bahamas. We are a long way from Florida.


The spirit needs time to heal, no different from the body. Motoring these interminable hours back to Key West, in acute exhaustion, I am daunted to consider another year of training and organizing. Yet by the time we arrive, I know this Dream of mine is still alive.




THREE


Aris


It all started, really, on my fifth birthday, when my father called me into the den. Aris was dramatic. Theatrical. Larger than life. He stood at the desk, his hands stretched across one page of a large, opened unabridged dictionary. I thought he was on the verge of tears. But that was nothing unusual. Every day was an emotional exaltation for Aristotle Zanith Nyad.


He would wake up the whole family at three in the morning and, in his thick, charming accent, buzzing z’s and rolling r’s, implore us: “Come on. Hurrry. Getting drressed. I have just been to ze ocean. Ze moon is shining like Rembrrandt painting coming to life, just forr us. You will neverr seeing such beauty again in yourr lives. Hurrry!”


“Dad, we can’t go to the beach in the middle of the night. We have school. We need our sleep.”


“I am telling you, sleep is overrated! Trust me, you will never forget it. Come on, get dressed!”


Twenty minutes later, the whole family stands awestruck at the ocean’s edge, not far from our home in Fort Lauderdale. The moon casts a sweeping path of glory gold from our feet in the shallows all the way to the horizon, seemingly beyond. He’s right. It’s a Rembrandt come to life. I never forgot it. That was the vital, exciting Aris who sometimes enchanted us.


Dashing in a white dinner jacket, Aris resembled Omar Sharif in his prime. Only better-looking. I remember walking to our table in restaurants when I was little, noting that women were tracking my father, jaws agape, forks hanging limp. He was a beauty.


Aris made his living as a con artist. He was superlative at lying and stealing and, from what our family could surmise later, even more egregious criminal activities. He was a magnetic storyteller. He used his constantly miming hands and animated facial expressions to great effect. He held people captive for hours. He claimed to speak seventeen languages. I do remember hearing him chat fluidly with people in Arabic, Greek, French, Spanish, Italian, Portuguese—just about everything but the Asian languages. He was born in Greece, to a French mother and a Greek father, but evidently moved to Alexandria, Egypt, when he was a boy and went to tony French schools. Mind you, in the end, we never could believe anything he said, so even that background is suspect. Con artists are inherently elusive and, true to form, Aris wasn’t around much. He was out playing cards, scheming people into emptying their bank accounts for some fictional project, dressing to the nines for some flashy yacht outing. Sounds perhaps like an amusing home to grow up in—you never worried about banal dinner conversation with Aris. But when it came to our father, the three of us kids were always somewhere between delight and distrust.


On this day, when I turned five, his sense of urgency was so fervent, I was all ears. He said, his emotions running high, his accent thicker than ever: “Darrling, you arre coming here. I have been waiting so very long for zis day. Now you arre five. Today iz the day you are rready to underrstand ze most significant zing I will ever tell you, darrling. Coming here. Look in zis imporrtant book, ze dictionarry, darrling. Look, printed in bold black and white, here iz yourr name, ze name of my family. My people.”


He cast his eyes up to the heavens as if in rapture.


“And let me tell you somezing, darrling. Tomorrow you will go to yourr little preschool and you will ask your little frriends iz hiz name in ze dictionarry? Zey will tell you no. You arre ze only one, darrling. You arre ze special one. Coming herre, darrling. Look. Arre you listening to me, darrling? Yourr name: Nyad [naiad]. Firrst definition, from Grreek mythology.”


He pauses and clutches his chest and looks to the skies again, his voice now trembling.


“My people, darrling. Naiad: in Grreek mythology, the nymphs zat swam in the lakes, oceans, rrivers, and fountains to prrotect ze waters forr ze gods. Listening to me, darrling, because now iz coming ze most imporrtant parrt. Next says ‘naiad: in modern colloquial terrms . . .’ ”


A natural actor, he pauses a long time, squares me to him, and delivers each syllable with meaning:


“A girrl or woman champion swimmerr. Oh my God, darrling, zis is yourr destiny!”


I didn’t latch onto the words “girl or woman,” or “swimmer.” I was, after all, only five. What I heard was the word “champion.” From that day, I started walking around with my shoulders held just a little higher.


My father was alive with a life-affirming sparkle. He was a showman extraordinaire, the ultimate charmer. He was also an angry tyrant and, worse, a man without conscience. Everyone in our home was afraid of him.


A short fuse sent him off on Greek and Arabic swearing tantrums, his hands flailing toward the skies, and not far behind was a quick trigger to the belt or hairbrush for beatings. He struck my mother many times, leaving Bill, Liza, and me upset and in tears, helpless. The time in the forefront of my memory, Mom went to the kitchen floor. We thought her cheekbone was broken. She had a large bruise for a while and she fabricated some story about it for friends. Turned out she was okay, but it was yet another outburst hard to witness. Touched our souls—Bill’s, Liza’s, mine.


There was a road trip. My sister was probably only three. Liza is five years younger than I, my brother in between us. Liza kept saying she didn’t feel well. She was carsick. Aris was in one of his despotic moods. He told her to shut up: We weren’t going to stop; we needed to make wherever we were headed by nightfall. Mom knew Liza was going to vomit in the car but, per usual, was too afraid to push him. When Liza threw up, his rage blew like a powder keg. He screeched to the side of the highway, ran around the back of the station wagon, dragged little Liza out, and spanked her viciously. I remember it vividly. I was in tears. My brother hid his head in shame. Mom was upset but never opened her car door, did not come to my sister’s defense.


Bill and I knew the welts from his belt only too well. Aris came home from “business” trips with foreign money for us kids. Bill and I hid our paper bills in the upstairs freestanding heater. The heater was turned on one day, and a fire ensued. Fire trucks rushed to the house; firemen entered the upstairs windows with their hose. It was pretty serious, rugs and some furniture burned. Aris sat us three kids down and gave the false speech we had heard many times before: “Don’t worry. I’m not mad. You not going to be punished. But zis verry, verry serrious. I need to know how zis is happening. Tell me ze truth—we need ze truth, making surre neverr happening again.”


Bill and I hemmed and hawed and finally confessed that we had been keeping our foreign bills in the heater. Whoosh! The belt came off, we were bent over, and the lashes came whipping across the backs of our legs. When Aris was angry, there was never an iota of restraint.


The roller coaster between adventure and fury was the modus operandi of our home life. To add insult to injury, Aris also acted out his sexual deviance with me. One glaring incident happened on a fun family day at the beach. Mom and my brother went to get the car. Aris, Liza, and I went to rinse off at the showers adjacent to the parking lot. I was probably about ten years old, Liza only five. Kids would strip their suits off, take a quick rinse, and wrap up in a towel. I was naked under the shower, as I’d been hundreds of times before, but this day when I reached to Dad for my towel, he instead grabbed me, hard, between the legs. The automatic systemic reaction was familiar to my body, from other such shocking moments that happened earlier with him. I froze. Couldn’t move. Couldn’t speak. Couldn’t breathe. He stared into my eyes, a gargoylish grin on his face as he pinned me there, petrified and ashamed. I’ll never forget little Liza’s face, looking to me. Helpless. Terrified.


Many years later, when my mother was out visiting me in Los Angeles, Mom told me she was sorry for not believing me back then and sorry for not rushing to help me. Maybe she carried the burden of always feeling it was all her fault and she just couldn’t live with that. But that morning she said she finally wanted to share something with me, something that might help me in the work I was doing with a therapist at the time.


I had always remembered the trauma of being grabbed at the beach and similar incidents in the shower, but the story she told me that morning I didn’t remember. She said I was five, so I guess it was, ironically, the same year Aris bestowed me with that empowerment moment from reading my name in the dictionary, the year the concept of champion seeped into my little spirit. Aris came home one night drunk as a skunk. He told my mom he was going to sleep with me. I had my own room with a little single bed. Mom said, “No, you’re not. Come to bed,” meaning their room. He slapped her. He was boss. He went into my room, and Mom cowered into their room and shut the door. In the morning she opened my door, and I wasn’t there. Aris was still sleeping it off, his pants off with a huge erection. And my mom ended the story there. “But,” I said, “Mom, what happened then? Where was I? Was I trembling under the house with fear? Was I down the street, torturing some younger kid to express my own anger?”


She simply said, “Well, I don’t know. I have no idea where you were.” So my mom thought I should be aware of this incident for my own good, and yet she didn’t really glean from that story her part in it all.


Until I was around twelve, we moved just about every year. Dad needed to be on the run. Yet I have very few memories of any of those homes. I do remember the imperative to somehow get from the back door to my room, from my room to the kitchen, without him seeing me. But I can’t picture my different bedrooms, beds, bathrooms, front doors, yards, trees, kitchens, living rooms, televisions, house layouts. Nothing concrete. This is evidently a common syndrome among children of abuse. A child can’t escape, literally, so they escape mentally. They enter the scenes of the paintings on the walls. They go far away, to safety, in their imaginations. Anywhere But Here.


I can visualize a particular set of venetian blinds at the front of one of our homes. I heard Mom calling us kids to come kiss Daddy good-bye. He was going on one of his “business trips.” I hid in the dark and peered through the slats of these blinds. My brother and sister were out front in the driveway, hugging Aris. Mom was calling for me, insistently. I stayed right there, motionless, silent. And I remember saying to myself, “I hope his plane crashes and he never comes back.”


My parents got divorced when I was fourteen. That was one of the more jubilant days of my childhood. Aris would be out of the house. My days of living scared would be over. He came to the house to pick up some things and say his final farewell. He stared at my breasts, grinned that twisted gargoyle face, and said, “You’re getting so big!” When he reached to fondle me, I ran to my room, locked the door, and lay pressed to the floor until I heard his car start. I ran to the front and watched the car round the far corner, full of hope and relief that he was forever out of my life.


Soon after he drove off that day, we got wind that he had to leave the country. People were looking for him. They came to our house, usually in the middle of the night. They were aggressive. He owed them money. He had done bad things to them. And we honestly didn’t know where he was.


Years later I was in a Chicago bookstore when a man introduced himself and told me he and his wife had been down in the Honduras on vacation and his wife had stepped on a sea urchin walking along the shallow edge of the surf. Evidently, my father had sprinted out of his house and rushed down to them with a pair of dive booties. Aris told them that I wasn’t going to be down there for a few days for my usual visit, so the wife could borrow my dive booties until then. I stayed quiet to learn as much as I could about Aris Nyad’s secret life in the Honduras.


This man told me they went to dinner at Aris’s house a few nights later. He was living with a beautiful young Latina. No surprise there. There were press clippings and photos of me all over the walls, from my marathon swimming days in the 1970s, and Aris was proud in telling them I visited him there all the time. I hadn’t talked to him or received as much as a postcard since I was fourteen.


A few years after that bookstore incident, when I was thirty-four and living in Manhattan with my then partner Nina, we decided to throw a dinner party one night, even though neither of us had ever cooked anything. Nina took the day off work. We were going to sleep late, go out shopping for the dinner, get flowers, and spruce up our Upper West Side apartment for this fabulous soiree. We had about twelve close friends coming over.


That morning, before dawn, the buzzer rang. It had been twenty years since I had heard that accent, but it was unmistakable. It was Aris. He said, with those familiar rolling r’s, “Darrling, it’s your fazer. I am missing you so much.” I pressed the button. The curls were now salt-and-pepper, the teeth still such a dazzling white you almost had to avert your eyes from the gleam. He of course came in bearing an exceptional bottle of champagne, extravagant flowers, fresh-baked croissants. He was in great shape, tanned and trim. When I told him that Nina was still sleeping, he was inappropriately excited by the fact that I was with a woman and bragged that one of the best times of his life had been living with two lesbians.


A leopard doesn’t change his spots. This is my father. Entertaining, as always. Shady, as always.


Nina got up, and the three of us went out to shop for all the groceries. Aris cooked the meal, salmon with caper butter-lemon sauce. He went back to his hotel and returned, wearing the iconic Aris white dinner jacket. He was the life of the party, as he’d been the life of every party. He danced with all the women and chatted up a storm, in an array of languages, with every guest. Whereas a normal successful evening of this sort would wind down around midnight, he kept us up till dawn, regaling us with his fictitious stories. The next day as our guests called to thank us for the evening, every single one of them used the phrase I had heard all through my childhood: “Your father is the most charismatic person I’ve ever met in my life.” One said his work as a translator for the UN is fascinating—how impressive to be so facile with all those languages. The next said she realized Aris couldn’t talk much about his work with the FBI but the hints he’d dropped revealed some of the things he was investigating, and he was obviously leading a devastatingly interesting life.

OEBPS/xhtml/toc.xhtml






    		Cover



    		Title page



    		Dedication page



    		Epigraph page



    		Contents



    		ONE Crisis



    		TWO The Deadly Box



    		THREE Aris



    		FOUR Lucy



    		FIVE Thirst for Commitment



    		SIX New York City



    		SEVEN Manhattan Island Swim: Game Changer



    		EIGHT The First Expedition



    		NINE Havana



    		TEN Athlete Identity Crisis



    		ELEVEN Heartache



    		TWELVE The Person My Dog Thinks I Am



    		THIRTEEN Dors Bien, Maman



    		FOURTEEN Sixty: Existential Angst



    		FIFTEEN The Dream Rekindled



    		SIXTEEN It’s On! 2010



    		SEVENTEEN First Summer in Key West



    		EIGHTEEN Sharif



    		NINETEEN Back to Key West



    		TWENTY Buck Up, Another Go: 2011



    		TWENTY-ONE Guts Before Glory



    		TWENTY-TWO Red Alert



    		TWENTY-THREE Unprepared for the Unexpected



    		TWENTY-FOUR Whisper of Hope



    		TWENTY-FIVE The Last Hurrah: 2012



    		TWENTY-SIX In Medias Res



    		TWENTY-SEVEN Will: No Limits



    		TWENTY-EIGHT Impasse: 2013



    		TWENTY-NINE Atheist in Awe



    		THIRTY Infinitude



    		THIRTY-ONE Find a Way



    		THIRTY-TWO The Yellow Brick Road



    		THIRTY-THREE Never, Ever Give Up



    		THIRTY-FOUR One Wild and Precious Life



    		Credit Due



    		Notes from the Author



    		The Xtreme Dream Team



    		Training Logs



    		Illustration Credits



    		List of Illustrations



    		About the Author



    		Also by Diana Nyad



    		Copyright page











Guide





    		Cover



    		Title page



    		Contents



    		ONE Crisis












OEBPS/xhtml/docimages/cover.jpg
Shortlisted for the 2016 William Hill Sports Book of the Year Award

Wall Street Journal

New York Times

Find a Way

One Untamed and Courageous Life






