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For Devon and Dustin, my best work ever. For my mom and dad, who I wish could have seen it.




“There comes a time in a man’s life when he hears the call of the sea. If the man has a brain in his head, he will hang up the phone immediately.”


—Dave Barry




Embarkation
June 1, 1979
40.685649N, 74.07154W


I walked up what I could only describe as a gangplank. A group of men in grimy coveralls hung over the ship’s railing watching me ascend as they waited for the ashes from their cigarettes to fall. What, they must have been thinking, the hell? I could not even look back at my parents, as I’d had no idea what I was getting into until we arrived. By then it was too late to turn and run back to the safety of suburbia.


This German container ship would be my home for the next ten weeks. My cabin sat just below the bridge, right next to the captain’s quarters. I later learned that I had unintentionally usurped it from one of the officers, probably the very one who had ushered us into it and then disappeared. The captain wanted me close to him. For my safety. It had more floor space than my dorm room. My parents flanked me as we tried to take it in, along with its implications. Small talk ensued as we walked around each other and tried out all the seating options like a triad of Goldilocks in an awkward game of musical chairs.


“The cabin is so big!” said my mom.


“I wonder what they’ll have you do,” said my dad. For as long as I could remember, he had me do “boy” stuff. The elder of two daughters, I was his “son.” I mowed the lawn and raked leaves, embarrassed when my friends would ride by on their bikes on their way to town for Coke and fries at the Woolworth’s counter, and see me, sweaty, hair back in a red bandana. He bought me Hot Wheels cars and took me to baseball games and taught me to keep score. Maybe that training would stand me in good stead in this sea of men, but I doubted that he saw the upside now as he considered the tasks this crew might assign me.


After some more strained conversation, there was not much to say to each other except goodbye, and we promised to write. We would not see each other for more than two months. I hugged them both very tightly, squeezing back tears. I did not want them to worry about me, but neither did I want to let go of my parents, my anchors. I’d only be able to receive mail periodically from the shipping agent in each port, and would be lucky if an occasional ship-to-shore call went through.


There was none of the fanfare associated with the good old days of luxury-liner sendoffs. No streamers or champagne. I did not wave from the deck, wrapped in a fox-trimmed coat, at relatives on the shore, excited to make friends with my fellow travelers over caviar in the dining room. In fact, it had begun to dawn on me that I had no idea what parallel universe I had chosen to enter. I walked my parents back to the gangplank and watched them descend, with the ghosts of the crewmembers hovering above me and murky, bottomless, black water below.


We smiled, and I tried not to cry. I tried even harder not to acknowledge the message in my father’s eyes. I did not think this was what he had envisioned, or that he could conceive of leaving his nineteen-year-old daughter with these thirty-two German men in, what to him, must have seemed like a black hole, for ten weeks. But there wasn’t a thing he could do about it. I could hardly bear to look at him. I read, I am scared, I am sorry, I am worried in his eyes. Like Peter Pan leaving Wendy with Captain Hook and the pirates, I watched them until I could no longer see them and then turned slowly to go back inside, hoping I could find my way back to my cabin. Eerie quiet followed me as I retraced my steps through the empty hallways. I passed only one young but haggard-looking woman heading out—I’d later learn that prostitutes came on board at every port—and locked the cabin door. Without a clue what I was supposed to be doing, I felt neither brave nor adventurous. I had just wanted to get the hell out of suburban Dodge for the summer, and hadn’t given a great deal of thought to where I was headed instead. Testing out the blue coverlet on my new twin-sized bed, I stared out the large rectangular porthole, and wondered, What’s next?
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This had all started about a month before, when my dad had asked, “Do you want to work on a ship this summer?”


I stood at the end of the hallway at the pay phone, at the end of my sophomore year at Middlebury College, in the pastoral Green Mountains of Vermont. I called my parents collect every Sunday at the appointed time, just after I’d woken up. They declined the charges—our clever signal for I’m awake and standing near the public phone blocking it so no one else can use it. I’d hang up, feigning disappointment and indignation for the poor operator who had to go through this charade every Sunday around this time. My parents, on separate phone extensions, then called back.


“Do you want to work on a ship this summer?” my dad asked, as if he were inquiring about the weather.


“Excuse me?” I’d barely thought about summer. I supposed I would most likely work at Sight ’n Style, my uncle’s eyeglass store in Brooklyn, where I’d worked prior to starting at Middlebury. Or maybe at Roy Rogers in my hometown of Westfield, New Jersey, where I’d donned polyester western garb to meet and greet fast-food aficionados during high school.


I immediately imagined myself as the cruise’s social director in nautical short-shorts, limbs slathered with baby oil. I’d roam sun-filled decks encouraging happy passengers to play shuffleboard and consume large tropical drinks, and I’d emcee the belly flop contest. That would beat either the commute to Brooklyn or the disgusting smell of rancid french fry oil that I could never get out of my uniform.


“Sign me up! I’m on board!” Awful pun most sincerely intended. “When do I sail? Where does the ship go?”


Dad interrupted my reverie, telling me that Ted Williams, our neighbor, was the New York agent for a large German shipping company. He’d recently asked my dad if I might be interested in spending the summer on a ship. He had some pull with the company. They would let me work on board.


Okay! A German cruise ship. So, Europe?


“Are you kidding me? That’s amazing! Where does it go?”


“Well,” said Dad, sounding as if he has a special secret to share, “That’s the interesting part!”


Interesting? Coming from a parent that usually means bad. “Hamburg-Süd runs container ships.”


Container? Like tropical drink containers?


“They ship cargo worldwide,” he said.


To the Caribbean?


“You’d sail on one of their ships that go from New York to Australia and New Zealand and back, through the Panama Canal. It’s a long trip; you’d leave right after school and probably get back just before you start again in the fall.”


The cruise bubble burst. White sparkling beaches drifted away on puffy clouds along with the biergartens on the Rhine. But wait . . . Australia? New Zealand? G’day mate!


“That’s awesome! But what is a container ship? What would I do?”


“Well, they ship freight. They dock at different ports to drop off and pick up cargo packed in large metal containers. As far as what you’d do. . . .” he trailed off.


His pause sounded like the non-verbal equivalent of that’s interesting.


My mom hadn’t said a word. That was hardly unusual. My dad’s strong and controlling personality dominated. I was curious to know what she thought, but he left no room to ask.


“You’d be a workaway,” he said.


“A what?”


“A workaway. It’s a play on the term stowaway. Honestly, I have no idea exactly what you’d do, but I’m sure Mr. Williams can give you more detail.” But as it turned out, he never did. I’m not sure he even knew what a workaway did. He just, very thoughtfully, believed it would beat a suburban New Jersey summer.


“It sounds like a real adventure,” added my mom finally. She was never a worrier. She had an atypical philosophy for a Jewish Mother. She was not one to say, “Call me when you get there. . . .” She expected the best, and knew if the worst happened, she’d get a call. I admired and appreciated this. My dad had always wanted us to have experiences that growing up a first-generation son of Greek immigrants in the Bronx hadn’t afforded him. He wanted me to go, and would make sure I did. He wanted to have this experience himself, but he couldn’t. Consciously or not, he manipulated me with the slow revelation of the facts of the assignment; his unbridled enthusiasm leapt through the phone. I had no idea what a container ship was. I had no idea what kind of labor was involved. I had no better plans for the summer. So of course, I said, “Yes!”
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I stayed there motionless for some time, looking around at my cabin and trying to digest it. I did not have a sense yet for the scale of the ship. When I boarded, I could see only a small portion of the bright, tomato-red side, the first-deck railing, and the entrance to the white, eight-story superstructure where the crew lived. I would only later come to appreciate the enormity of this big red monster—this sailing city. I had a cold and my period, and I felt crappy. I thought about curling up in a fetal position on the couch, but activity seemed a better way to dispel my mounting anxiety. So with nothing to do, and no idea when someone might come to give me an orientation—or even just a greeting—I tentatively explored my new environment and began to unpack my shorts and T-shirts, having no idea whether what I had brought was appropriate. Mr. Williams had given me no wardrobe advice, so I’d packed what I’d wear at home during the summer. I hoped the attempt to settle in would take my mind off my simmering panic. I felt like an interloper already. I did not want to venture out and bother anyone with questions, and besides, I knew neither whom nor what to ask.


My large cabin was impressive compared with the sardine cans that some of the sailors shared. I’d passed a few open doors on the lower decks, and what I glimpsed looked nothing like this. I took my shoes off and padded around the flat, marbled, golden carpet. Warmth radiated up from the floor, and I was thankful for the padding, knowing it would prevent sound from traveling to the cabin below. I wanted not to bother anyone.


Most of the furniture was built in so nothing would move when the ship did. I pulled a wooden armchair, its seat and back upholstered in the same blue as the bedspread and couch, away from the small table attached to the wall. Sitting down with my bag next to me, I took out a few family photos and my journal, and tried to imagine myself writing or sipping tea here while at sea. I missed my parents already, as if they were far away, even though we were still tethered to the dock.


I moved over to the couch and sat just where they had sat as we’d chatted before they left, feeling their warmth, their imprints in the cushions. Light poured in from the porthole (which I later learned never, ever, to call a window) framed by golden drapes held open by a matching tieback. I took in the cabin from the couch for a moment, and then knelt on it with my elbows on the wide shelf of white space under the porthole. I could see nothing but imposing, multicolored stacks of containers, and a bit of the port beyond. A loud silence surrounded me. The stillness only heightened my anxiety. I had no idea what to expect, and only scary thoughts filled the silence. I got up and moved around to keep them at bay.


A tall, wide, built-in closet nestled in the wall space next to the couch, catty-corner from the door and opposite the bed. It had a rod for hanging clothes, as well as several drawers and a mirror inside the door. It reminded me of my dorm room closet, but bigger. I chuckled to think that a ship’s officer, who presumably wore the same thing every day, needed more closet space than a college girl. I was uneasy about whether I’d be dressed appropriately for whatever I’d be doing on board. It didn’t matter now, I realized, as I unpacked. There would be no way to buy anything else for weeks. For miles.


In the opposite corner, the twin mattress sat on a platform with more drawers underneath. Later I learned that the beds are always positioned perpendicular rather than parallel to the sides of the ship, so that when it rocked, I’d slide head to foot rather than rolling off. The nightstand had a small drawer and an open shelf on the bottom; a lamp attached to the wall just above it, and a beige rotary phone was affixed to the wall next to that. Who would I need to call? I was afraid I would have no one to talk to for months. I seriously doubted that anyone on the ship would be calling me, and I knew that no one from home could. It was only an illusionary lifeline.


I took out the books I’d brought to fill my time, stacked them carefully on the bottom shelf toward the back, and put the portable eight-track tape player in front to prevent them from sliding out. While arranging the tapes alphabetically—Genesis, Jethro Tull, Pink Floyd—I realized the plug was wrong. It hadn’t occurred to us that a German ship would have European outlets, and I had no converter. This technological setback crushed me. My music would have been a thread of connection to home. I was a DJ at school, with a regular show on WRMC-FM. I’d picked those eight-tracks carefully; they linked me to people back home, and would free me, however temporarily, from the confinement of this cabin, this ship. I felt defeated before we’d even left the dock, and wondered where I might find a converter. In the Atlantic.


I walked into the “head,” or bathroom, to the left of the cabin door, to unpack toiletries. I learned very quickly, after a few near falls, to step up over the three inches or so of wall at the bottom of every doorway. It would be the first of many things I had to avoid, sidestep, or maneuver around on board. The barrier prevented water from spreading throughout the ship, should the corridors flood. I tried not to think about that eventuality, and focused more on not tripping every time I took a step. Like looking left for traffic in the UK, this took a few near misses to master. The loo was as tight as the cabin was roomy, not much bigger than an airplane bathroom. I was thankful it was private and not down the hallway. The lower levels featured shared crew hall bathrooms. I was frightened enough of running into my shipmates fully clothed in broad daylight. I couldn’t imagine bumping into anyone towel-wrapped after a shower. My own shower was snug, with a handheld showerhead that hung from a hook that I had to stretch to reach. Clearly most German officers were taller than my five foot two inches.


I made quick work of stowing what little I’d brought. Still, no one had contacted me, and I had no idea when someone might. I dared not venture out beyond my door, so I sat back on the bed where I’d started and hoped both that someone would come find me . . . and that no one would. Ever. I read Time magazine slowly, cover to cover. I could hardly focus; I read every sentence over and over, and still they didn’t sink in.


I stared at that beige phone, as if waiting for a boyfriend to call, but with more dread than excitement. I unfolded, wound, and stared at the travel alarm my dad had given me for the trip, wrapped in red leather that matched the ship. Three hours passed before someone knocked on my door. I startled at the sound, shocked, even though I’d been awaiting it. I was afraid to open the door, but more afraid to sit there alone much longer.
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“Fraulein Meyer? Alois here. Third officer,” he said, as he offered his hand. It was his cabin I’d co-opted, but I was just as glad not to know that when he came to get me. I’d have wanted even more to disappear into the deep, blue-speckled linoleum floor in the hallway I stepped into.


“It is time for dinner,” he said in heavily accented English. It became obvious that very few of those on board except for the officers—who had very little interest in communicating with me—spoke any English. Those who did spoke a very broken, very thickly tinged version that I would constantly have to strain to understand. I lamented that I had not learned German, and suspected that the Spanish and French I did know would be of no help. My mother had studied German, and I wished she were here with me to help me translate. I wished she were here with me.


“Yes, I’m Diane,” I answered. Who else would I be? Was there another nineteen-year-old American girl who had stolen his spacious cabin on board?


“Good. Follow me please.” I did. Like a geisha, five paces behind him, with my head down, studiously watching my own hands clasped together in front of me. We descended to the level I’d entered on. The crew’s quarters and mess hall were down way below the officers’ aerie near the bridge. The thick air down there smelled of heat, humidity, and cabbage.


The crew’s dining area—the “mess”—was utilitarian. Beige linoleum floors held ten matching Formica-topped tables bolted to the floor. The chairs reminded me of the ones I’d grown up with in 1960s Howard Beach, Queens. Stiff vinyl seats and shoulder-blade-high backs, the color of butter left out on the counter. Chrome legs. Clearly not made for lingering over extended meals. The portholes were the only things that punctuated the beige walls. Cooking odors as thickly accented as Alois’s English enveloped us.


When we stepped in, the chatter and clang of silverware went silent. All heads turned toward me. I already felt lightheaded from my stuffy head and cramped abdomen. I watched them watch me. Please let me not pass out right here. Please let me not pass out. Alois pointed me to the seat closest to the door, facing the others, and disappeared. He had dropped me in place like a discarded rag doll. And like a rag doll, I sunk limply into the chair. I had no context to make sense of any of this, so I just followed were I was led and took cues from others about what to do.


The show over for the moment, the men resumed eating. Soup steam soothed my sinuses, and I could just taste the warm bread. It was a harbinger of the freshly baked goods on board that would be my delicious downfall. And tea. Very distinctively flavored and ubiquitous green tea, always on the table in bronze plastic carafes with black flip-up lids. It eased the squeeze in my head a bit. The tea I sip now when I feel a cold coming on takes me right back to that table and the first moment I tasted it. I finished quickly and slunk back to my cabin, guideless, with eyes still averted lest I meet anyone along the way.
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We were set to push back from the dock at 11:00 p.m. or 2300 hours; container ships use military time, and that was just one of the things I had to get used to quickly. But the seafaring life held many surprises and lessons for me. Like learning to step over those doorframes. Like the fact that arrival and departure times for container ships, unlike cruise ships, were merely broad, unreliable estimates. This big red vessel would challenge my control-freak, early-is-on-time tendencies for the duration, and stretch what was to have been a ten-week round trip to nearly twelve. I hoped we would depart while I was still awake so I could watch, but I gave in to exhaustion and crawled under the crisp white sheets to sleep. I checked the lock on the cabin door for the third time, and put one of the table chairs in front of it. To protect me from what, I was not exactly sure. At that moment, I feared everything.


The beige phone startled me just as I began to drift off a few moments later. In that hazy half sleep, I hoped against hope that my parents were calling on separate extensions like they did every Sunday at Middlebury. But sleep-induced delusion prevented me from recognizing that the phone was only a glorified intercom, a way for the crew to communicate on board. I groggily wondered if I could order room service on it. And laughed with myself at my little joke. Who in the world, or on the ship, could be calling me? When I’d stepped on board, I had become anonymous. I picked up the receiver with considerable trepidation.


“Herr Most here.” It sounded more like “Must” in his mouth. “Chief steward. You will report to me while you are on board.” I heard my father in the moment before I fully woke up.


“Yes, it’s Diane.” I had no idea what else to say.


“You come to the officers’ mess. Meet me in the galley there. Oh eight hundred tomorrow.” Oh eight hundred? “Breakfast first. Seven thirty. Ya?”


“Yes, I’ll see you then.”


“Good.” Goot, I heard. He hung up.


I curled back up in a fetal position and waited to sleep. The ship, even when still, hummed with the generators’ steady Zen vibration. It seeped into my muscles and lulled me, but not for long. My stuffy head made breathing difficult, especially lying down, especially on pillows that were not mine. Cramps gripped my innards. Every time I heard a sound, I threw off the covers, leapt over to kneel on the sofa, and looked outside to see if we were pushing back, but there we stood, still.
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Had I known what it would feel like when the engines started up and we began to move, the false alarms would not have fooled me. The ship, so wide that she just fit through the Panama Canal, and several football fields long, literally roared to life. I felt the unmistakable and unforgettable sensation in every cell. The quiet vibration of the ship at rest supercharged to a rattle evident in everything, including my bones, on board. Constantly. 24/7. Anything with any mass that came in contact with anything else clanged.


The ignition jolted me out of the tenuous deal I’d made with sleep at 0600 hours. Light poured through the portholes I’d failed to cover with the curtains. We peeled away from the dock with a motion I felt before I could even get to the porthole to see it. My stomach sunk and tightened. Although I’d driven away from home the day before, now I knew the leaving was for real.


I folded myself up into the wide windowsill, really more like a shelf that just fit me, to watch. It reminded me of the space behind the back seat of the VW Bug we had as kids. My sister Suzanne used to ride, all tucked up, in that small space between the upholstery and the engine during family drives. I thought of her as I hugged my knees to my chest in the smooth plastic space below the porthole, my back against the wall. She was three years younger than I, and off on her own adventure to live with a Navajo family on a reservation in Arizona. I would be at sea on her birthday. This was the first time in her sixteen years that we would not celebrate together.


The motion riveted me to the Plexiglas pane. The dock sat on my side of the ship, so I saw it recede, the lifted crane arms waving goodbye. After a few minutes, the open harbor approached. Eyes forward. Don’t look back. The tugboats were invisible to me from this vantage point, high up in the superstructure. So tiny compared to the ship, they adeptly finessed this leviathan through the densely populated New York port and safely out to sea, gently guiding us with their thick rubber bumpers.


What I did see was the tip of Manhattan, the Twin Towers presiding proudly, looming large, but then diminishing. The Statue of Liberty waved goodbye, but then she began to disappear as well. Slowly at first, while we were still on the local streets of the inner harbor, and then more rapidly as we passed under the Verrazano-Narrows Bridge and out to the superhighway of the Atlantic. I had never seen a bridge from that vantage point before. It was fascinating, but imposing and intimidating. I felt relieved when we had cleared it. The protected harbor kept the surface calm and the waves at bay, but away from it, the water seemed more ominous. Slowly, the coastline disappeared, and there was nothing but blue.




At Sea
June 2, 1979
40.6066 N, 74.0447 W


Winged marionettes, the gulls followed the ship for quite a distance, scavenging for food scraps. Once this feathery halo vanished, land was a distant memory. We were at sea.


I could have stayed and gazed out for a long time. I would never tire of the intricacies of maneuvering my massive new home in and out of port, nor of the magnificence and ever-changing moods of the ocean and its doppelgänger, the sky. But I had to get down from my perch and break the reverie. It was time for breakfast, and I could not be late for my first day of work. Downstairs, I slid into the same seat I’d sat in at dinner. I had no idea if we had assigned places, but I didn’t want to break a rule before I even knew if it existed.


“Morgen,” said Claudia, the crew mess stewardess, one of only two other women on board. She nodded quietly as she placed a basket of warm breads, butter, and honey on the table.


“Morgen, danke,” I said with a smile. I knew at least that much German.


“Tea for you, ya?”


“Ya, bitte. Danke.” I simply could not over-thank people on board. As on shore, I wanted to please everyone, starting with my father. But I felt it particularly acutely here.


She returned with a familiar plastic carafe of the vaguely eucalyptus-flavored green tea. As popular as green tea is now, it was virtually unknown in the States then. It was the only thing we got to drink at meals, unless we purchased soda or, like most of the crew, beer with our own money.


Claudia was tall, slim, and only a few years older than I. Her nose was slender and pointy, and she had straight teeth but a pronounced overbite. A crown of tight, dingy-blond curls piled high on top and shorter on the sides made her look a little like an exotic bird. She was permitted on board because she was married to the second cook, Bruno, who looked swarthy and threatening to me. He was as dark, compact, and tightly wound as she was light, lithe, and loose. In contrast, the first cook, Ingo, was as wide open as the sea we sailed. He was a big, hulking man with close-cropped blond hair, a little soul patch on his chin, and a laugh that filled the mess hall. If it weren’t for his impish wit and a smile as big as his belly, he’d be intimidating too. His ubiquitous white apron tried, but could not hide his Santa Claus, beer-induced girth.


“Morgen, Fraulein,” he said. He smiled and winked, but not in a lewd way. He was the only one besides Claudia to greet me at all.


Again, I ate and left quickly, eager to report for duty. I felt like the train wreck everyone rubbernecks to gawk at with a mixture of curiosity and disgust. Once back in the hallway, I realized I had no idea where either the officers’ mess or the galley were, so I slipped back in, and motioned meekly with my head to Claudia. I did not want her to think I was summoning her, nor did I want to draw anyone else’s attention. But I needed her to point me in the right direction. Fortunately she saw me and came over quickly; I must have look distressed.


“Ya?”


“I’m sorry to bother you. Can you tell me, bitte, where is the officers’ mess?”


“Ya, ya. Take the stairs to the top. Follow the hall to the wooden door.”


“Danke,” I said, as if she had given me something much deeper than directions.
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In the superstructure’s internal stairway, the rarified air became lighter and sweeter as I neared the level of the bridge, the officers’ area, and my cabin. Rank, I began to see, had its privileges. I pushed tentatively on the wooden, windowed door and stepped, like Dorothy, from drab into Technicolor. The internal hallway floors begrudged their muted blue, and the practical and practically colorless walls deliberately didn’t shine. For a moment I straddled both worlds, one foot decidedly part of the lower caste while the other floated slightly above the deep pile of the officers’ deeper-than-ocean-blue plush. The eddy of affluence pulled me in. The reverent and respectful quiet did not allow for the clip-clop of shoe soles up here. The long, polished-to-gleaming wood table and amply upholstered chairs whispered rather than rattled. The china and crystal clinked only politely, unlike the plebian clatter of the crew’s plastic dinnerware. The room was soft-focus backlit, in stark contrast with the fluorescent glare downstairs. Carefully curated and appointed nautically themed art adorned the paneled walls.


My head revolved in slow motion to take it all in, including the few crisp, white-shirted, black-trousered officers lingering languidly over their morning meal. Unlike the crew downstairs, the officers barely looked up. They could not be bothered; I was not that important to them. Then my gaze met Herr Most’s. Waiting sylph-like, blending into a corner of burled wall, he was still and silent except for his beady blue eyes. They now spit sparks in my direction, as he discreetly twisted his head, as I had moments ago with Claudia, magnetically drawing me toward the galley door and away from the idyllic scene. I tiptoed over the twisted-wool carpet fibers and followed him as he slipped in.
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