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  For anyone who’s ever had a serious case of wanderlust, Mary’s Voyage is the ultimate vicarious adventure. Every time I read drafts of this work, I had the itch to sell all my belongings, stow my family and their gear, and take off for parts unknown. What a hearty, adventuresome soul Mary Caldwell was and continues to be!




  To think Mary had the gumption to nearly raise her family on board a 35-ft boat! Now that’s a woman I’d like to meet! And in some ways, I feel I know her, through this poignant—and often funny—story of her life from California, then sailing the long way around the world, and finally creating the family resort of Palm Island.




  I’ve known Dr. Matthew (Matt) Douglas for twenty five years; for a very good portion of those years, I’ve “traveled” with him as he’s unfolded the Caldwell family stories, both when he created a screenplay adaptation of John’s Desperate Voyage, and then again as he interviewed Mary and made her story come alive on the page. I continually consulted my atlas, and had to substitute the well­crafted narrative in places I couldn’t find on my maps. Through her story, one can see how the fascinating, kind and helpful people she and her family met across the globe truly shaped their world.




  I know you’ll enjoy this armchair adventure; it should inspire you to consider living a life quite different from the one you now plod through.




  Smooth sailing!




  Diane Wendover Herbruck, MA




  President,




  The Wordsmiths, Inc.




  Grand Rapids, MI




  April 2008
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  The Lure of the Sea




  “Everyone thinks we’re raving lunatics,” I complained to John one night as I wrestled to feed our son Johnnie at the dinner table.




  “No guts no glory,” came the curt response. John shoved more beef into his mouth and chewed thoughtfully. The steely muscles of his arms tightened, reflecting years of sinewy effort spent trimming sails and weighing anchors.




  “So are we crazy?” I queried again, stuffing more peas into little Johnnie’s mouth.




  “Of course we are!” he muffled excitedly between bites. He raised a fork and poked it in the air to dramatize his argument: “But look at it this way. The rest of the world is even crazier. It’s all about greed and screwing your neighbor and smiling while you do it. So why would anyone in his right mind follow the dumb ass rules set up by the worst of our society? Now, that’s sheer lunacy!”




  “Yeah, I suppose,” I sighed. I had heard similar sermons many times before and I was hopeful John’s mood would quickly pass. But it was too late: I had already turned on the spigot to his familiar diatribe. John put down his fork and took the napkin off his lap, folding it neatly on the table. He opened his hands like Buddha.




  “Everyone in the States is trapped by his own tiny little brain, his pathetic job, and the need to be safe. Mary, I can’t be that way anymore. We need to really live! We need adventure! What could be better for the entire family?”




  He stood up and pointed his finger at his captive audience.




  “I have a vision for our whole family—a dream of sailing around the world! Just think—we’ll be the first family to ever attempt to do that—now that’s living!”




  Johnnie, then sixteen months, stared appreciatively at his father, who slowly sat down and stabbed his fork into another piece of meat.




  “I’d rather die at sea than be buried in California after thirty years of mindless government routine and a gold watch. God save me! Take me out to the backyard and shoot me!”




  “Yes,” I said, convinced once more. “You’re absolutely right.”




  Looking back after all these years, I realize now that I just wanted to be reassured. I was pregnant and expecting our second child in December of that year. But pregnancy is mundane at best. The lure for both of us was the mystery of the open sea; the feeling that anyone could break away from the drudgeries of everyday life and escape from the stifling cage of civilization. The lure of untold adventure was tempting to the point of obsession. For years we had imagined being pushed by the trade winds, setting anchor in lush tropical bays, and swimming in coral-filled lagoons. A pipe dream? Yes, but one that had possessed both of us since 1949, when we began to save money in earnest for the purchase of a boat.




  After that watershed conversation, John and I talked excitedly about our trip virtually every night. We had a first destination on our world adventure: Sydney, Australia, but that was it. There would be no itinerary, no departure date, and no timetable. Our voyage would be up to the fate of the gods and the vagaries of the winds and currents. John was fearless. And because John had no fear I also had no fear.




  “I’m no Limey and I’ve had plenty of experience,” he would say with confidence.




  And indeed he had! John had learned about the sea the hard way: he had previously attempted a voyage from Panama to Australia aboard the twenty-nine-foot cutter PAGAN to be reunited with me, his Aussie bride, after World War II. Now, that was a crazy trip—John had no sailing experience prior to sailing out of Panama. His nearly tragic solo voyage ended on a small island near Fiji, after PAGAN floundered and was smashed on a coral ridge. In the process of failing, however, he learned the brooding ways of the seas and the caprices of a small boat sailing upon it.




  Our first job was to find a solid, seafaring boat. I accompanied John on many excursions to boatyards and marinas, searching for just the right vessel. We sized up uncountable masts, hulls, sterns, deck plans, rigs, interior layouts, and power installations in our search for the perfect boat. Then, almost miraculously, we spotted a picture of TROPIC SEAS in a newspaper advertisement. She looked beautiful—decks of Honduras mahogany, a spacious cockpit, and a full six feet of head room for comfortable passage below. Created by the world-renowned boat designer, John Hanna, TROPIC SEAS was geared especially for the treacheries of the South Pacific. But she was so small, just 36 feet—barely the length of a modest family room—what chance could it have against the unpredictable whims of the open ocean? TROPIC SEAS drew only five feet of water (important for navigating through shallow coral-encrusted lagoons) and she was rigged with short masts to prevent breakage during gales when winds could exceed one hundred miles per hour. Best of all, her hull had bent frames of white oak three inches thick, with three remarkable fir strings bracing her from stem to stern. It would take a mighty storm to dismantle this boat!




  Of course, I was particularly interested in the comforts provided below decks. After all, if we were going to spend months on the open seas, we needed creature comforts to get us through it all, especially for our overactive Johnnie. I descended below decks and it was love at first sight.




  “John!” I shouted. “It’s gorgeous down here!”




  He scrambled down to join me. His eyes lit up. The small galley had an all-inclusive compactness just within the main hatch. It had wood and kerosene stoves, an icebox, sink, dish lockers, and storage bins. There were transom seats with single bunks above them. A roomy head was at one bunk end and a hanging locker at the other. In mid-cabin was a spacious drop-leaf table to feed my growing crew. Forward of the galley was a second cabin with a double bunk and an incredibly soft sponge-rubber mattress. There was also a hanging locker and more storage space on the starboard side.




  “So, you like it?” he asked cautiously.




  “It’s beautiful!”




  I could instantly see the relief spread across his face. TROPIC SEAS was a sailor’s dream: It had a forty-horse Gray Marine engine and water tanks with two hundred gallons storage. A full hundred gallons of fuel could be tucked away in tanks beneath the cockpit seats, providing us with a comfortable supply in case we needed fuel to traverse the doldrums. The deck was watertight from hull to hull. TROPIC SEAS was not your typical Los Angeles boat, built to look at and not to sail. She would not be a speed craft, but there was enough room, comfort, and strength to provide faithful service on the greatest of earth’s oceans.




  “This baby will get us to Australia—hell, it’ll take us anywhere!” John announced. I clapped with joy and Johnnie followed, not having a clue as to why.




  We put our earnest money down and TROPIC SEAS was ours. We moved out of our apartment and aboard the next day. To pay for our “house boat” John took a job as a social worker administering to the welfare of destitute children within Los Angeles County. The job paid poorly as most jobs do that are connected with the general welfare of the community, but extra income from lecture fees and writing allowed us to pay one hundred and twenty-five dollars a month on TROPIC SEAS. Everyday, John would bring home the travails and frustrations of his office: mothers deserted by husbands, women with illegitimate children, women in social turmoil. This was, of course, awful to listen to, but it impressed upon John the weariness and woes of mistreated women in our society. It taught him to be sensitive to women and their special plight in this world.




  “There is absolutely nothing I can do for any of them,” he complained nightly. “An uncaring society has left them all behind.”




  Thoughts and intimate talks of adventures on distant seas often rescued us from the mental trauma of dealing with John’s constant world of trouble.




  “Come on, honey,” I would say, “let’s go check on our plans.” His eyes would brighten and with Johnnie in my lap we would pore over maps of distant islands.




  Life on the boat was unique. We lived aboard in the Watchorn Basin of San Pedro’s harbor along with the guttural growl of the lighthouse, the blasts and snorts of freighters from around the world, and the chugging of fishing boats and tugs. By night we worked and planned, constantly changing lists of things that had to be purchased and things that had to be done. Our to-do lists seemed interminable. But we always kept the vision alive: once we were done with the preparations and on our way we knew the wind would be free. And we would be free as well.




  “Smell that air!” John gushed one night after Johnnie was tucked into bed. I played into his mood.




  “It smells like the tropics of northern Australia!”




  “Yeah, the tropics! Nothing beats the doldrums of life like the tropics.” Of course, it really smelled like the bowels of San Pedro harbor, but it scarcely mattered. Our imaginations had become our reality.




  2
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  Practice Makes Perfect




  We would take our home out often, learning firsthand about the prevailing winds and ocean currents throughout the year. We quickly discovered that high winds could swoop down quite unexpectedly over California’s costal waters. It happened the second day we sailed. I remember watching the filmy horsetail-like clouds moving quickly across the sky as the wind stiffened. We were flying over the waves when a huge rolling swell suddenly drew us shoreward toward the hills of Santa Barbara. The wind began to whine in the rigging and the rolling of the boat made me dizzy and queasy. Then seasickness swept over us. I held Johnnie in front of me with my arms slung under his stomach as he vomited like water from a fireman’s hose across the deck.




  “Mommy!” he cried. “I so sick!” He grabbed his little potbelly.




  “We’ll make it stop,” I gasped.




  It was not an honest promise. I remember being unable to walk and like Johnnie I began to vomit and continued to heave until I could retch no more. Finally, John grew sick just watching us but somehow he managed to stagger around and was not completely overwhelmed by the growling swells beneath us. He crawled to the engine and tried to start it to no avail. Years of lack of use had fouled it. I clambered below with little Johnnie, holding him tight and reassuring him that everything would be fine, but my stomach still contracted violently and the room spun out of control.




  I secured Johnnie in his crib and ventured up to the deck and saw John furiously working on the engine. He cussed profusely. Nothing. He hunched and panted like a Tasmanian devil over its kill, pulling this, shaking that. Then there was a sputter, followed by another, and in a moment the reticent engine smoked to a clanging life.




  “Get the tiller down!” he shouted to me over the deafening sound of the gale.




  “Yes sir!” I shouted back with a weak hand salute. He smiled.




  While John worked the engine I shoved the tiller down and TROPIC SEAS slammed headlong into the pitching swells. The breaking water and sea froth boiled over the deck, drenching us to the bone and making our footing precarious. We clung to our posts, not speaking, concentrating on the storm around us. After an hour or so we had made some progress away from the treacherous coast, but the most demanding period was yet to come. We fought the rising seas all night, taking turns at the tiller, two hours on, two hours off: John sick but seaworthy, me sick and not so seaworthy, with a vomit basin my constant companion. A day later, totally exhausted, we pulled into harbor. Of five massive storms that battered the California coast that winter, we rode out three on the high seas, getting used to seasickness and vomit. To our total surprise Johnnie quickly became immune to seasickness.




  We saved like monks to pay off the boat: no dining out, no movies, no new clothes, and no repairs on our car—which disintegrated at an exponential rate every time we started the engine. Unexpected royalties from John’s Desperate Voyage often buoyed us and kept us just a few days away from bankruptcy. And sometimes a fee from one of John’s Desperate Voyage lectures bought food for a week. A year later we had half of TROPIC SEAS paid off and added a new member, Stevie, to the family in December 1950. He became a crewmember at the age of three days. He was such a precious baby. By twenty-one days Stevie had a solid sea stomach and sported a devil-may-care jack-tar grin.




  We rode out several other storms that year with Stevie packed between pillows on the cabin floor and Johnnie wrapped in blankets under the main cabin table. The fight for control in the many storms we encountered seemed never-ending. I became a veteran at the tiller, holding the boat to course even in the roughest and wickedest of oceans. Although I tried not to show it, I constantly worried about the children below decks, wrapped up and immobile. I would crane my neck to listen for the smallest whine but miraculously it never came. Mothers know the different cries of their babies. They can distinguish a cry of panic from a cry of pain, a cry of hunger from a cry of discomfort; and mothers can also hear their children cry even over the seemingly deafening sound of a gale. When Stevie did cry it was always because of hunger, not fear, and I would have to leave my post at the tiller to breast-feed, and then John would do double-duty on deck. By the end of the next year we were a fearless team, a crew that toiled calmly and logically even in the height of adversity. We were ready to face the Pacific!




  When 1952 came we were still in San Pedro with just a few jobs remaining on our to-do list.




  “How does June 1st sound?” asked John one night at the dinner table.




  “To . . . ?”




  “To leave, of course . . . to set off for Australia!”




  “Oh my God,” I responded. “That sounds perfect! Do you think we can be ready?”




  “Absolutely.”




  Those months were full of anxious dreams. The hours dragged on in John’s choking office, and at dinner he would gaze off into space a good deal of time. Each free moment I had from the children was spent mulling over plans and preparations. I needed to coordinate food supplies, medical supplies, and think of indestructible games and toys that would last aboard our home. John surrounded himself with sailor friends, one of whom had twice girdled the globe in an engineless thirty-foot yawl. At the tender age of 75 he finally “broke down” as he described it and married a much younger woman. Then he set out to circumnavigate the world again with his new bride. His yawl floundered in a hurricane in the New Hebrides, but he came back to California at 81 and built another boat. John’s friends were very much like him: independent, daring, confident, and full of free spirit. It was only natural that I developed a similar personality; the ordinary fears of life became quite trivial for me and adventure became the bedrock upon which my soul existed.




  Then suddenly an event arose that threatened to destroy our sandcastle dreams: I was pregnant again. We were at once excited and dismayed, confused and uncertain. We wanted both our trip and our baby, but how could we have both? What woman in her right mind would sail pregnant halfway around the world with no doctor for prenatal care, no doctor to help deliver the baby, not to mention a firm destination for delivery? This dilemma stretched even my adventuresome spirit. We discussed the situation fervently, quietly at night, as if someone might eavesdrop and chastise us for even thinking such foolishness.




  “I don’t know if I can do this,” I confided in John one evening.




  “Baby, don’t worry . . . I’ll be there to help you! We’re a team!”




  “But what about storms and hurricanes? What if we’re off course and stuck in the doldrums for a month or more? What will we do if you have to deliver our baby on the high seas? Worse, what happens if there’s trouble with the pregnancy?”




  “I’ll do whatever I’ve got to do to make this work,” he said emphatically. “Don’t forget, I’ve been through far worse! I’ve eaten shoe leather, drunk motor oil, and eaten seabirds alive just trying to survive long enough to see you once again in Australia! Nothing would stop me on this adventure. Nothing. I’d deliver triplets if I had to and grow another nipple to nurse them!” I laughed and choked back the tears. Being pregnant was hard on the bladder.




  “OK,” was all I could muster.




  John exuded supreme confidence and our spirit of adventure prevailed. With good passage John thought we could manage to have the baby in Tahiti. What craziness! Most women were planning on which hospital to have their baby. We were planning which island we’d have the baby, assuming of course that we lived in a perfect world, that everything would go as planned, and that we would even be close to Tahiti near delivery day (which as every woman knows is never when the doctors say).




  Now, John was an avid student of the great modern philosophers. Descartes said that life cries to be lived and Camus said to live to the point of tears. According to John, most people do neither and instead live prison-like lives of desperation and sameness. John was very persuasive to the point where I felt I had become John’s student (although not a perfect one because he often scolded me for reading trashy novels instead of quality philosophical treatises). In the end we agreed to go with our dreams but we decided to tell no one of my pregnancy. We did not want to listen to admonishments from our friends, and besides, what baby would prefer the smog and rush of Los Angeles to the peace and purity of a tropical island? Yes, we would have another baby and a fantastic family voyage. We could and would do both!




  As if a sign from above, the next day a big check came in from a translation of John’s book, Desperate Voyage, and we knew in a moment of imagined divine revelation that our long fight with indecision was over. We would go. There was an ecstatic scramble aboard TROPIC SEAS. Store lists, job lists, and gear lists were finalized and completed. All was omitted but what was of the absolute essence for health and for the morale of our crew at sea. As the old whaler men put it, “No more cats than can catch mice.”




  3
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  The Dream Begins




  On May 8, 1952, John walked away from his office a free man—free from traffic, free from phones, free from a society of abused women and their unsolvable problems. Somehow word leaked out that our leaving was imminent and over the next few weeks a stream of visitors entertained us: people who had always dreamed of doing what we were about to do. We left at twelve sharp on departure day. John cut the mooring lines so there could be no turning back. People packed the wharves to wave us off. I tended to the children, holding both of them up to wave to the crowd.




  “Hey babe!” he shouted at me from his perch in the mainsail, “We’re on our way!”




  I remember tears of excitement and trepidation filling my heart. We were really going to sail to Australia—my homeland! John came down, gave me a huge bear hug and then scrambled back up on the sails.




  We had a smooth passage out of the harbor to Avalon where we stopped for a week to ready our ship. In Avalon Johnnie and I found a whimpering kitten cowering behind a wall. John said it reminded him of the kittens on PAGAN that provided company, entertainment, and solace during his long solo voyage. We rowed the kitten out to TROPIC SEAS and signed him on as crew.




  “He’s adorable! What should we name him?” I asked Johnnie.




  “Fraidy Cat!” came the immediate reply.




  “OK, Fraidy the Cat it is!”




  “No,” he admonished, “Fraidy Cat!”




  “Oh . . . Fraidy Cat!”




  “Yeah, ’cause he’s ’fraid of the water!”




  There was no immediate reason to leave Avalon (after all, we agreed there would be no itinerary except for a birth in Tahiti). One day John and I were tied two-to-two in canasta. He hated losing to anyone, but especially to me. Suddenly he felt the “urge” (as he put it) to set sail just before the fifth game. He knew I was going to win that fifth game and that was the immediate stimulus that provoked us to truly depart from California. I would remind John of this incident many times over the years. Of course, he conveniently forgot the conditions under which he felt the need to set sail. So much for the frail male ego!




  We sailed through the decaying battlements of World War II, among bustling naval monsters, past an island crammed with fighter aviation. It was a dour sight for the first leg of our tropical adventure. No matter, we were finally on our way. We both felt a bit jittery upon departure, but our spirits were buoyed by a huzzah of foghorns, catcalls, and tossed leis from nearby craft. Everyone seemed so excited for our adventure. I remember the sky was cerulean blue and the heat of the sun seemed to draw us out of the channel. I had washed Stevie’s diapers before we sailed and John hung them to fly and dry cheerily in the windward rigging for all to see. (Diapers dried this way were always fluffy soft; I recommend it to every housewife.)




  We were a gay and carefree little world unto ourselves, buzzing merrily along under full sail, past the hungry eyes of regimented American men yearning for freedom. I held fast to the tiller; Johnnie and Stevie waved to passing boats. John unfurled Old Glory across the stern. We ran for the close-lying Coronados group, sixteen miles to the south of Point Loma. We dropped a starboard anchor in fifty feet of water and were treated as rank intruders by a shimmering school of seals that barked and wailed at us from their rocky haven. I went below to cook dinner while John and Johnnie readied the decks and gear, securing everything just in case the weather changed. I served my first hearty sea meal in a glowing cabin of warmth. Afterwards, we bedded our sons in the snug forecabin and then turned to reading relaxation as the boat swayed softly like a crib in a tree. In the morning we would be on the first great leg of our trip; it would be over three thousand miles before the Marquesas exposed their tropical shores to us.




  That night we talked about John’s voyage on the PAGAN, as we often did. He never told me everything, but he always expressed how much he missed me and how he would have done anything and everything (and he did) to be reunited with me after World War II.




  “I would have walked across a thousand miles of hot Fijian coals to be reunited with you, Mary,” he said softly, gently kissing my face and neck. We were steering together into the starlit night and he hugged me closely, running his hand up and down my waist.




  “I was so worried!” I stammered. “I heard nothing for months! Not even a sign that someone had spotted you!”




  “And I remember when I was dying from starvation, your image kept me going. After I shipwrecked I knew I was drowning. Hell, I weighed just eighty pounds! But I saw images of you. I couldn’t have done it without you even though you weren’t there.”




  ”Oh, I was there, all right, I was there,” I said softly, kissing him on the tip of his nose. I placed his hand on my bosom. ”I’ll always be there for you.” He leaned his head on mine and stayed like that without speaking for a very long time. Then the memories of that awful voyage returned, as they often did when he slept.




  John reflected on the brutality he experienced from the Pacific on that trip. His memories created a frightening conversation about our current trip. Was there a reef, a sea monster, or a freak happenstance waiting to take our lives? Perhaps a fire would start by spontaneous combustion or one of us would have an unexpected appendicitis attack, or worst of all, perhaps I would suffer a miscarriage or early birth. What would we do? If there was to be a turning back, it would have to be now.




  John and I looked around the cabin and we both smiled at each other. No, there would be no turning back. Our boat was fit and so were we.




  The next morning we sailed for Guadalupe, a high, solitary rocky island jutting up from the ocean floor, about 150 miles off the Mexican coast.




  The sea was not terribly rough during this passage, but because of morning sickness I preferred to stay on deck and tend the steering rather than face the lurching galley below. I actually would get sicker breathing in the stale cabin air when the motion of the boat grew lively. So it fell to John to change Stevie’s diapers, feed him his baby food, make up his bottles, cook our meals, and wrestle with the dishes in the bouncing galley. It was my job to make the bunks, bathe the kids, sweep and swab below, and keep the cabin shipshape. This plan worked well for the ensuing days: I manned the tiller and John became the housewife (which was unheard of sixty years ago). I steered the tiller by choice and for the sheer love of it. I enjoyed every zephyr of wind coming my way and th freedom it brought to my senses.




  A few days later we were steering into a westerly, damp and penetrating, bringing our crew gray seas and skies. Blankets were moist and when John changed Stevie he remarked that the baby had the sniffles. We worried about Stevie’s health constantly because a California doctor had told us before the voyage that our baby was born with a defective immune system and would have serious developmental problems. But worrying never accomplishes anything constructive. Another bleak day came out of the east and there was the damnable gray world of continuing wet and cold. Stevie’s sniffles had worsened to a congested head and throat and Johnnie was also coming on with a cold. With the extra care for the children some of our obligatory chores fell behind and we soon fell into a day-and-night sea routine that targeted us for fatigue. We floundered near Guadalupe, but could not see it because of the weather. John listened intently for the sound of waves breaking on a rocky shoreline. Nothing. He turned to me:




  “What’d you think, Mary? Should we try to find land or make a run for the South Seas?” I could tell from the tone of his voice that he was unsure.




  “You can’t see anything out here . . . what if we crash on the rocks at night?” I responded. He stiffened.




  “I’m sure I could hear a rocky shore if we were close. I think we should keep our southerly course and bypass Guadalupe.”




  “Well, OK,” I said, just to be agreeable, but I was certainly not convinced. I could tell John was not convinced either.




  Then a cold dark sea closed in and John could see the despair setting in my face. I turned and went below decks.




  “OK, that does it,” he said flatly. “You’ve left me with no choice.” He turned to Johnnie: “C’mon, son, we’ve got business to do!”




  With that pronouncement he followed me below decks with Johnnie. Down in the bowels of our boat they mixed up a greasy and fishy-smelling sandwich from salad dressing, margarine, catsup, tomatoes, onions, canned fish, and pork and beans. They proceeded to down this gruesome hash with great noisy gusto directly in front of me. The more the ship rolled, the more boisterous they were with their gorging and smacking sounds. It was too much. They showed absolutely no respect for a pregnant, seasick woman! I dove for the bunk and turned to the hull side to avoid looking at them. Their laughter drowned out the slapping waves until I mentioned that they would have to take care of little Stevie. That immediately dulled their enthusiasm for torturing a pregnant woman!




  The next day brought calming weather, still cold, but not so damp. And Stevie’s condition had worsened during the night. He was pale. His chest and throat were clogged with mucus, and he would flush with every cough. I placed him in a warm baby blanket and laid him on my chest to give him a mother’s comfort and warmth. His head nuzzled next to mine as he wheezed constantly. Every groan drew him closer to me. I watched his face, gently stroked his cheeks, and studied his closed eyes for any indication of coming out of it, but his lung congestion was obviously getting worse and I became much more apprehensive. John came below decks to check on Stevie.




  “He’s not improving. We need a doctor . . . and soon.” I said quietly to John.




  “I’ll add a twin spinnaker to port to give us more push.” He gently placed his huge sailor’s hand on Stevie’s head to check his elevated temperature and then went above decks.




  We passed many grim and anxious hours. Stevie’s temperature climbed to one hundred and three and I decided to administer penicillin for the first time, by hypodermic. I agonized as I pushed the cold merciless needle into the upper, outer portion of his buttock where the muscle mass is greatest and there is less danger of damaging the nerves serving the leg. I then bundled him and cradled him, red-faced, in my arms. Neither of us slept that night. All our hopes and plans were crumbling from the unknown pathogen attacking our son.




  I gave John childcare duties and went above decks to steer the last few hours before dawn. I was in a state of exhausted semi­consciousness. Then I heard a horrifying crash come up from the galley. I scrambled below and then stopped dead in my tracks halfway down the stairs. Stevie sat there, peering over the bunk boards, contemplating a pile of John’s navigating books, sailing directions, and precious copies of great philosophical tomes that he had hurled off the shelf.




  “He’s better!” I gasped, picking up the little hellion.




  “He’s more than better, I’d say,” said John, bending to scoop up his books. I snickered silently as John assessed the damage and rejoiced as Stevie worked hard at his old job of wrecking the contents of the boat. True, he was still wan, feverish, and shaky, but he was in his typical destructive mood and conclusive evidence that he was getting better. Our family dream was on!




  The sun broke through that day, the first sun in five days. The cockpit dried out, the blankets and bedding and clothing were brought up above decks to air out. Using the sextant, John plotted our position at latitude 26 degrees and 55 minutes west and longitude 117 degrees 40 minutes west. A westerly slapped us along and our thoughts turned to the northeast trade winds. Ah, it was the perfect time to do five days of laundry! John helped me hitch a fifty-foot length of half-inch line to the rail. Near the line’s end, and between its strands, John pulled a corner of a dozen diapers, a leg of Johnnie’s trousers, and a sheet. Four hours of dragging these astern through a rippling wake and they were clean. I hung them to dry on a line strung in the windward rigging.




  “What a washing machine! I wonder who first thought of that?” I queried.




  “Yeah, it’s the only way to go . . . that’s how I washed all my clothes—when I had them—on PAGAN in ’49.”




  John was claiming credit, of course, for this obvious laundry day innovation at sea! Johnnie, oblivious to it all, fed the large brown albatross that would strafe the boat as he threw bread high into the air.




  “Mom, more bread!” he shouted, pointing to the circling birds.




  “OK, one more piece and that’s it!” I admonished, using the bargaining strategy every parent grows to know and hate. I continued folding the diapers, not looking up to avoid eye contact with the pleading monster.




  “Aw jeez!” came the expected retort. Of course, one piece of bread led to another then another until an entire loaf was gone and the game really was over. But that was just fine with us. Little Johnnie, in the innocent excitement of youth, had captivated these noble soaring birds of the open seas.




  4
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  Searching for the Trade Winds




  We were nine days out and still searching for the northeastern trade winds that would carry us across much of the Pacific. The expected winds were weak to nonexistent and John was quite depressed. He and I spoke idly but with a tone of helplessness. We could only wait. Then suddenly we heard the boat’s gear chatter and clank. The decks swayed and a distinct freshness came into the air. A great field of cat’s-paws, riffling and graying the surface of the sea, moved over us. The wind grew from the right direction, and in a few moments John and I were both sitting up ecstatic that the trades were finally filling our sails. Our sea days would become more routine for the foreseeable future as TROPIC SEAS spread her wings.




  I awoke every morning with Johnnie and Stevie crawling over me, yelling and screaming like little warriors, attacking my arms and legs. My boys were always ready for rough and tumble, but at such an early morning hour all I could do was watch the cabin sway in circles and listen to the creaking sound of the vessel as it plied through the calm waters. The routine for those weeks of pleasant sailing was always the same: once the boys were up there was no such thing as going back to sleep. I would quickly make myself ready for the day and get the breakfast going. While the oatmeal boiled John would undress Stevie and place him on the head. Above decks I would make the complaining boys fasten their lifelines, which connected to the mizzen.




  “Why do we have to?” Johnnie would chronically complain before I cut him off.




  “Get them on or you’ll be grounded below decks all day!”




  Then we would have canned orange juice, and eggs (which were soft-boiling on one burner as coffee percolated on the other) served with biscuits baked in the primus oven. Afterwards we would tend to the morning dishes. I would wash them in the bucket and lay them to drain in the small metal bathtub. Johnnie was always a particularly eager washer, washing them over and over, but the breakage was appalling and so after the third day I told him that “Mommy needed to do the dishes.” The sad look on his face was enough to make me cry with guilt!




  The mornings were now just incredibly beautiful. Easy-going white-crested rollers pushed the boat, and the air grew balmier with each day passing. We were all elated to the point of bursting with unsung joy. The whole family would whistle and break into song whenever the mood urged us to do so. This is not to say that things were always calm. The boys were sometimes mischievous to the point of distraction, with their constant pounding on each other. They jabbered incessantly, jumping up and down as they pulled on our clothes, questioning, demanding, and crying for favors. But we expected this. They were children full of life and despite the constant attention they required, they were the joy of our life.




  We went through our ritualistic bathing every afternoon. Sea­water was bucketed into the tub, and the boys were immersed, fighting and splashing each other. While they occupied themselves we lathered them up and then rinsed them down with overflowing buckets of seawater. When they had been thoroughly scrubbed we pulled them out of the tub like puppy dogs, our hands under their armpits from the back, our fingers covering their chests to prevent them from slipping out of our hands, as they struggled with their little legs kicking furiously into the air. After a brisk rubdown we would lay them in a sunny spot on deck, their naked butts pointed skyward. Then John and I would wash unabashedly naked in the same tub and afterward lay down in decadent sun worshipping (no sunscreen back then) for as long as we pleased. There could be no more blissful, back-to-nature days than the ones we experienced as a family at sea. No television. No phones. No civilization to interfere with our lives. Nature in the raw allowed us to experience and live life to the fullest.




  By noon John would be in the galley boiling the night’s offering of flying fish, warming soup, and heating up water for tea. I would make sandwiches from biscuits filled with meat spread or cheese. I would open a tin of pork and beans and another of fruit and pass all of this through the hatchway to the waiting hands of Johnnie, who rarely failed to dump the sandwiches or wash down the cockpit with tea. The best part of lunch was that it was leisurely—not the hasty stuffing-of-the-face during office hours. Instead, it was a time for special indulgence; we actually tasted the food, remarked on its quality and realized that it did not matter in the least if lunch took one or two hours. Who cared? There was no clock to order us back to work.




  After lunch, John would bed the boys down for a two-hour nap. Suddenly a calm would spread over the boat. Some days, while the children slept, we would just sit on the deck and contemplate in disbelief that we were thousands of miles away from the nearest land, not even close enough to see sea birds. We could feel the faintest zephyr of wind, hear the slap of the waves on the hull, talk languidly about absolutely nothing, then read whatever we wished as we periodically looked up and watched the ocean in the distance. John called his delving into philosophical works his “vita contemplative,” after Descartes. But I avoided the verbal morass of the philosophers and would dive into my trashy novels that I found much more stimulating and closer to the human condition than any obtuse discourse by Nietzsche. John would say:




  “You’re frittering away your life on cheap detective novels. You’re trapped by the blood and gore of common murder and skullduggery!”




  But I would respond in kind:




  “And you are not in charge of my intellect!” That always seemed to quiet him for a while, until I finished a novel and tossed it overboard.




  “Now you’re polluting the Pacific with your printed tripe? You’ll kill the fish!”




  But I would just laugh and he would grin out of the side of his mouth because he knew he would never win this battle. His lofty readings never rubbed off on me!




  Below decks, John often burdened himself with the comprehension of over fifty weighty tomes of philosophical mishmash to fill the hours; but I was frequently drawn to reading my trashy novels while steering the boat. For some reason I loved being in charge of the direction the boat was taking so I frequently called down to John for the state of sea and the wind, which he dutifully delivered in a booming captain-like voice. Sometimes I could tell by the tone of his voice that I had interrupted his concentration of a particularly difficult passage and I would smile to myself. I also gave him all the responsibilities for seagoing information, galley cooking, engine maintenance, cruising hints, and precautions if shipwrecked. These were his domains. I really had no interest in being at sea and reading about it too!




  Too soon the two-hour nap would be over and our bounding boys would tumble onto deck demanding cookies and other goodies. If they took a good nap and had kept property destruction in the morning to a minimum, we would plan an afternoon party. Out came the phonograph; up came the box of indestructible toys; cookies or candy or tinned fruit were brought on deck; popcorn popped in the galley; and gay cowboy music would waft across the deck to confound a shoal of flying fish or a passing sea­faring bird. The rumbling of trucks, the toot of trains, and the thunder of aircraft were interspersed mysteriously with moments of silence. The food would disappear as John and I drank our afternoon tea, bringing back a little of Australia to our mid-ocean adventure.




  Every other day John would slip below deck and return to perch atop the sliding hatch with his sextant in hand, an instrument designed to determine our location on the planet. He would take into account distance run and direction, and with solemnity he would announced our position. We then studied our location on the charts and tried to act surprised: We were making slow time. But we did not care; we returned to our fun. This, after all, was what we had always dreamed about. Our family was at sea without a care in the world, riding a sturdy boat on the northeast trade wind across a balmy tropical ocean. We were so much closer as a family. I think we intuitively and reflexively understood each other as few families ever do. We could breathe! What was the hurry for anything? Sometimes the biggest concern on our minds was whether or not we should brush our teeth immediately after a meal or wait a while. Usually it was “Let’s wait a while.”
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  Later in the afternoon John would pull in the laundry line, yank away the sea-washed items, and string them out on the rigging to dry during the night. As the days passed I began to take more and more control of the tiller and John began to pick up the domestic housekeeping slack below decks. He would tidy the cockpit as well as any woman and begin to cook dinner. His meals were good but guided by bachelor simplicity: curry and rice, spaghetti and meatballs, macaroni and cheese, wieners and sauerkraut, stew. Because most of our food was in cans the can-opener was our most important tool aboard. Losing it always created an uproar that required immediate attention. When there were complaints from the younger crew, he would often remark, “We can always have cold salt horse and stale sea biscuits like they were forced to eat on whaling ships of old!” It was an idle threat, of course, and with dinner balancing on our knees, we would talk in soft tones that seemed to blend in with the dark as it slowly immersed us. The setting sun at open sea is always a beautiful and frightening experience. We felt so alone in the dark of night with strange sounds engulfing the boat, thousands of miles from the nearest landfall, but yet we were never lonely.




  When bedtime arrived it was John who typically went below to put Stevie in his diapers and sleepers: new pajamas given by his grandmother before we sailed. He would trundle them to their forebunk, lay and adjust them carefully as if preparing them for a launch, and adjust the fish netting on the sides of their bunks to a tauntness that would prevent them from rolling onto the sole in their sleep. Then he would carefully adjust ten specially made pillows against the bulkheads to shield their little heads from bumps. He was a strong man and often bull-headed, but he was a watchful father. The children, exhausted by the day’s activities and the fresh air of the open sea would fall asleep just moments after I kissed them on their foreheads. Quickly the mist of sleep would take them over and the peacefulness on their faces is something that I have never forgotten.




  John and I would remain on deck for another hour or so, captivated by the cooling air of the sea night and the mystery of the stars that literally hung from the sky, radiant without interference of light pollution from the cities. The moon would always cast a shimmering roadway across our course. We would talk for a few moments and then words were out of place. We sat. We watched. And we listened. We would begin to drift off and I would leave first, giving John a goodnight kiss before turning in below. John would remain a while longer, perhaps thinking of Plato as he flashed his searchlight across the deck and through the rigging for a final check. After everything met with his satisfaction, he would then accompany me below for a few minutes before taking up his watch.
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