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To Stacy









Sometimes fate is like a small sandstorm that keeps changing directions. You change direction but the sandstorm chases you. You turn again, but the storm adjusts. Over and over you play this out.… Why? Because this storm isn’t something that blew in from far away, something that has nothing to do with you. This storm is you. Something inside of you. So all you can do is give in to it, step right inside the storm … and walk through it step by step.


—Haruki Murakami, Kafka on the Shore













PROLOGUE: NOWHERE





Wednesday, April 13


N 34.21, W 42.57


   


   


Yesterday is a blur. The seas were high, the sky bright as the day started. But it did not last long. Soon we were being buffeted by squalls with the approach of another low. The wind came up relentlessly to gale force, making the shrouds moan, an eerie sound that seemed to comment on the folly of our journey. Not just ours but those that had crossed the same ocean before us, the history of hope and misery, the journeys toward freedom and slavery. The ships that never made it through. The passengers whose last breaths were of icy seawater.


At dusk, the captain left me alone at the helm. Yves and Nikos had gone below to sleep a few hours before. I wondered why it was taking them so long to show up or turn on the lights. My hands were cramping on the wheel, my arms and shoulders felt like lead. The companionway was closed because of the waves breaking on deck and intermittent downpours. I was cut off from the rest of the crew. One mistake and I could be swept into the sea without anyone knowing. My thoughts closed in again about the captain, his erratic moods and intentions. Was it all in my head? I’d had so many bad feelings and premonitions on the way to taking this trip. Were they about to come true?





A few weeks earlier, on a blustery March morning, I was looking out the airplane window as we inched away from New York and the East Coast shoreline. The dark Atlantic ten thousand feet below us was speckled indiscriminately with white dots, wave spit, rolls of foam that unraveled as the bitter cold wind whipped up the sea. I glanced up at the clouds floating in the serene sky, but my gaze was pulled back down. I spotted two container ships, immobile, waiting offshore for their turn to enter port. Then, for the next three and a half hours and seventeen hundred miles, there was no evidence of man on the surface of the sea.


Scrunched in my airline seat, I was engulfed by a wave of dread and regret. Why wasn’t I just going for a stress-free Caribbean vacation with my wife, Stacy, who was reading next to me, and our two close friends, Yves and Pamela, seated behind us on the plane? Snorkeling in the clear, warm water, Caribbean seafood dinners, a hike or two, some reading, and then back to our lives in New York.


Instead, I was about to embark on a sailboat with Yves and a captain and crew we didn’t know to cross the Atlantic from St. Martin to the Azores in Portugal at a time of year when the ocean was still raked with late-winter gales. Casualties occur every year. It’s not a journey to be attempted without experience and preparation. I had a few basic sailing certificates, but I was a middle-aged amateur sailor who had never been out of sight of land, more inherently cautious than a risk-taker. What was I trying to prove? Why did I want to sail across the Atlantic?


I looked out the window beyond the puffy clouds to the meeting point of sea and sky. The horizon called out to me, as it has since I was a boy with my nose pressed up against the cold Plexiglas window of a plane. What was this hard-to- define ache to be drawn out into the waves whose colors change every hour?


My infatuation with the sea goes way back, but I had few childhood nautical experiences. No one in my immediate family was a sailor or had anything to do with marine life other than occasionally visiting the seashore in summer. Or so I once thought. It turned out there was an important link: an original voyage in 1869—across part of the Mediterranean from Syria to Egypt—that led to other sea crossings, further ruptures, and new departures.


Going to sea can be a way out of a predicament on land. Proverbially, misfits, fugitives, and the disinherited became sailors to get what had been denied them on shore, be it money, adventure, or social advancement. Some were drawn by what the American novelist Herman Melville called the “mystical vibration” of being out of sight of land, perhaps, beyond the call of duty or reproach. Romantically, the ocean has represented a form of reverie, an escape. Who has not stood on a lonely promontory, the end of a dock or beach and wondered what lies beyond the watery horizon, what future it might offer?


Throughout history, emigrants have approached the sea reluctantly to seek salvation from political and economic hardship. My parents spent their itinerant childhoods in Europe and the Middle East. My father was born in Algeria and raised, after the age of six, in France. My mother, the daughter of a German count, left Berlin for the United States with her mother (whose family roots were American) when she was four. They and the generation before them were buffeted by war and dislocation. Resilient, they crossed seas and oceans to start new lives.


My trip, I felt as I approached its beginning, had something to do with their own voyages and eventual arrival in America. Their journeys informed who they became and how they saw the world. In postwar New York, my parents, like many other young American arrivals, celebrated their survival and newfound identity. My mother and father did so with ambition and reckless abandon; after decades of itinerant life, they didn’t know how to stand still and start a family. They lived a tabloid existence, ricocheting from one crisis to the next. My father, when present, was bewildering, a seemingly warmhearted and funny man shadowed by a legacy of unrealized identities, lies, delusion, and violence.


I suspected as our jet descended toward St. Martin that my decision to sail across the ocean had something to do with who he was or wasn’t; it was a reckoning with the past and the person I’d chosen to become. To stand up, to get off the plane, I had to assemble a smile for my wife and friends. I had to fend off the panicky feeling that the cards had been dealt, my fate already determined. I had to convince myself I was not going to end up alone on the deck of a boat, stuck in the middle of a restless ocean with storm clouds closing in on all sides.















PART I

Doubt




















CHAPTER 1

Happy Bay







By the time we dove into the warm, wavy Caribbean water in the cove, it was almost sunset.


Stacy and I were swimming with our friends. Yves, still wiry and athletic, set out at a fast crawl for a white buoy fifty yards offshore, and I followed behind him. It was Yves who had taken hold of my dream to sail across the Atlantic one day and turned it into reality.


“That’s it! Here we are!” he said to me when I caught up at the buoy. He was exuberant and seemingly unconcerned about the dangers of the adventure we were about to embark on. We high-fived and swam back toward shore. On the beach, we joined our wives and dried ourselves. By then we were mostly speechless. Dizzy from age and travel fatigue, we slowly walked back up the dusty road, taking in the scent of poisonous oleander and dry earth.


We had rented a modern all-white two-bedroom “villa” with wide views of the bay. There were rows of identical condos—some recently finished, others still being constructed. During the day we heard the flat knock of distant hammers, their terraces being dug out of the sedimentary, ocher-green hillside. Off on the horizon, the gray outline of a volcanic peak rose from the sea like an illustration in a children’s adventure book.


The first evening, after our swim, we ate outside in the small garden and discussed the next day’s plans. I was anxious to meet the captain and see the boat that would carry Yves and me on a twenty-six-hundred-mile trip to the Azores off the Portuguese coast where I had decided to disembark and visit the islands. Yves’s plan was to continue sailing to Spain where he would meet Pamela.


“It’s strange he hasn’t sent us information on when and where to meet,” I said to Yves who had found the captain online.


“He’s probably just busy getting the boat ready,” Yves said.


“Still, you’d think he’d be in touch,” Pamela said.


There was a silence at the table. No one wanted to push the matter, but our wives, too, were curious. In the end, we decided to visit the marina the next day, unannounced.


In the morning, after a swim and breakfast, I drove the rent-a-car with Yves and Pamela in the back seat, along the narrow coast road. The route was clogged with traffic. Stacy, seated in front beside me, flinched as young men on scooters dodged and weaved between the lines of shiny cars. A breeze pushed shadowy clouds above us.


“You remember when Glyn drove us back to Havana at night?” Yves said, referring to a trip to Cuba we had taken in the ’90s.


“It was a good thing he was at the wheel,” Pamela chuckled in her low, raspy voice. A sense of direction was a trait, Yves’s wife never failed to point out, her husband was sorely missing.


At the marina we stepped onto the floating piers and saw the boat, Orion, directly in front of us, tied up alongside the dock. It looked small and weather-beaten. An aging, low-slung sailboat easily swallowed by a rogue wave.


“Are you sure this is it?” Stacy asked.


“It doesn’t look like fifty-two feet,” I said, keeping my voice neutral.


“I’ll check.” Yves paced out the length of the boat. “It’s sixteen meters!” he announced with a note of triumph.


The paint on the mast was peeling and worn away to the aluminum beneath. There were lines, clothes, a life ring, an outboard engine, and other items hanging or mounted to the rails. One of the foresails looked like it would soon need to be replaced. Two deck vents had been covered with duct tape.


“What’s going on there?” Stacy asked me, pointing to an open locker in the cockpit with parts and greasy tools spread about.


“He’s working on something.”


The captain’s and his girlfriend’s bathing suits were drying on the cabin roof. Their leather sandals were separated—one pair on the deck, another left carelessly on the pier. We called out, but there was no response from below.


To kill time, we strolled along the piers looking at other, bigger, more impressive and well-tended boats and then, unable to find the captain, we got back in the car.


On the way farther up the coast, we were mostly silent.


“Looks like the boat needs some work,” I ventured.


“He lives on the boat. You can be sure he knows every inch of it,” Yves said.


“Let’s hope he has the money to make the needed repairs.”
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Orion






Left unsaid was the fact that Yves and I would soon be more than a thousand miles away at sea on a tired-looking boat with a captain we still had not met. There was no recourse if something went wrong, and obviously no getting off. We would be beyond the reach of rescue helicopters or coast guard boats for most of the trip. In fact, even with today’s technology, the middle of the ocean is still the most remote and isolated place you can be on earth.


We drove to a seaside town and found an empty, linen- tabled French restaurant on the water. The waiter seated us on the terrace overlooking the bay and we ordered lunch. Yves was excited and drank a rum punch and two glasses of Chablis. He was psyched we had found the boat. That it existed was almost tantamount to Yves, a perpetual optimist, to having reached the other side of the ocean. Cheered by the good food and picturesque surroundings, the rest of us fell in with his elated mood and, by the end of our lunch, had decided to go to a secluded sandy spit of beach the waiter told us about.


“It’s called Happy Bay,” the waiter said, pointing across the water between two hilltops. “Be careful. It’s difficult to find.”


On the way, I took a narrow street to the right, circumventing a trash barrel that had been placed in the middle of the road.


“I think I’m on a dead end,” I said slowing the car.


“Go ahead!” Yves barked tipsily. “Let’s see where it leads!”


I came to a gate and passed it too quickly. We had entered a narrow, walled cemetery; there was nowhere to turn around. We were surrounded by graves—rectangular, above-ground sarcophagi decorated with empty bottles of rum and plastic flowers. Pam and Yves were giggling, but my stomach sank. This was a bad omen. I had reached the end of the street, a patch of ground littered with garbage, old clothes, condoms, and, in front of us, a deep, green river.


I don’t think of myself as superstitious, but the wrong turn into the cemetery triggered an apprehensiveness that went back to my childhood. When I was ten or eleven, as my parents were separating, I would sit at my grandmother’s small round dining table where she would do tarot card readings for family, friends, and paying visitors. My father’s mother was a small, harmless woman with curled white hair who liked to cook and laugh, but whose demeanor became serious as she carefully placed down the cards in rows on the table for a session of prophecy after Sunday lunch. It seemed to me that she was particularly concerned about my prospects. My sister’s future always appeared glowingly conventional—a good marriage or two, children, financial security. With me things were muddier, ambiguous. Inevitably she turned over the Death card—a caped skeleton swinging a sickle or riding a white horse. She’d deftly bury the card, explaining that it didn’t necessarily mean literal death but also transformation and the start of something new. Still, it was the frightening image of the Grim Reaper that stayed with me.


A mile back down the main road we found another right turn, a narrow strip of broken concrete that led to a dilapidated, locked gate and guardhouse. There was a large “No Trespassing” sign, but cars were parked on the shoulder of the street and a footpath ran through a break in the wall.


“Let’s go for it,” Yves said.


We walked up a long, wide slope of dry grass. In the bushes we saw junked cars and a wrecked boat. At the top of the hill we faced a line of abandoned resort houses—their roofs, doors, and windows all missing, their insides gutted. The development had been left untended for years. There were placards on the airport walls about the island’s effort to rebuild after a Category 5 storm hit in 2017 with winds approaching three hundred kilometers an hour. “It must’ve been destroyed by the hurricane,” I said.


The ruined resort reminded me of recent alarming news. A week before we left for St. Martin, the Azorean island of São Jorge was struck by thousands of mini earthquakes in a single day. The tremors continued for more than a week. Seismologists were bracing for a major volcanic eruption; thousands of people were being evacuated. A wary friend, who was a professor of statistics, warned me about the possibility of tsunamis. I imagined arriving after our Atlantic crossing and seeing red flares of spewing lava in the evening sky on the horizon!


It was easy in those days—following the breakout of war between Russia and Ukraine, new waves of the Covid-19 pandemic, and widening economic chaos—to conjure up apocalyptic scenarios. When we first arrived at the condo on St. Martin, it seemed grimly appropriate to me that the address was 13 Ocean Drive.


None of these harbingers of doom had any effect on Yves at all, which only further deepened my anxiety. He strutted along, telling a story to Stacy, as we followed a muddy track through mangroves that eventually opened on a white sand beach with baby-blue water. To the right, a few heavyset nudists were tramping toward the sea. To the left, a bathing-suit-clad couple and a family were spread on their towels. They looked at us—white-skinned new arrivals—and turned away. There was plenty of room. We parked ourselves in the middle of Happy Bay with fifty yards of sand to ourselves.


After I was dry from our swim, the sun became too hot and I retreated to the drizzled shade of a thornbush tree near the mangrove. Roosters cawed in the distance. The smell of rot mingled with the cerulean sparkle of the sea. The heat reflected off the hard-baked clay under my sneakers, reminding me of how vulnerable to the sun we would be on the deck of the boat in the southern latitudes. Even covered in sunblock, we would easily burn. The first three days we would be seasick too, probably puking.


Now that I’d seen Orion, the reality of the trip was sinking in. How had I come to such a jarring juncture in my life? Casting myself into the center of the ocean seemed, at that moment, nothing more than a dramatic, useless gesture. Yes, I had long had the dream, but now I was sixty-four years old, soon officially a senior citizen. Had I waited too long? What was I thinking? I glanced back at the beach, hoping my wife and our friends would wilt more quickly. I wanted to get back to the air-conditioned view of the bay and take a nap.















CHAPTER 2

Limbas







My crush on the Atlantic first took hold when I was thirteen years old, sitting on the headmaster’s porch at a boarding school located on a hill overlooking the ocean in Newport, Rhode Island. I was wearing tight gray flannels that ended above my ankles and a scratchy new white cotton shirt. While my mother talked to the headmaster’s wife, I, a pavement-bound city kid, watched, dazzled as students—boys and girls—strolled down the sunlit fields that rolled to the one-mile-long beach below. When I learned the school, one of the first prep schools to become coed, also had a large oceangoing sailboat and an oceanography program, I knew I was going to do everything I could to get in. Though I had the grades—it was not an academically top-notch school—I would have to apply for financial aid. And there were several other boys at my elementary school in New York City who had already sent in their applications.


At the time, in 1970, my sister and I lived with our mother in a two-bedroom apartment on the sixth floor of the Bolivar, a redbrick building on Manhattan’s Upper West Side. We had moved there when my sister and I returned from California, two and half years before.


The run-down 1920s-era building was still nominally managed by its owner, Miss Ellis, as a hotel. It provided housekeeping service to some of the elderly residents, but the only transients at the “Hotel Bolivar” were the Harlem pimps who double-parked their candy-colored Cadillacs in front of the tattered canopy facing the park. They wore wide-brimmed fedoras and flared pants and boots, and bought their menthol cigarettes from Sam, a graying, hunched Mets fan who ran the newspaper stand in the vestibule immediately inside the glass front doors.


Opposite the entrance to the lobby, Mary, an Irishwoman with a patch over one eye and a cleft lip, ran the switchboard and retrieved keys and pink phone-message slips from their cubbyholes. When I got home from school, Mary filled me in.


“Your mother is out for an audition. She’ll be home for dinner,” she might say, handing me a raft of messages. “Be sure to get your homework done.” On a good day she’d add a wink or a quick smile. My sister and I were the only children in the building, and Mary had taken a liking to me.


On the south side of the once grand gilded lobby was an area with card tables and chairs reserved for the seniors who were the primary residents of the hotel. They were mostly German and Eastern European Jews, many with concentration camp numbers tattooed on their lower arms. I looked at them a little amazed they were there, still alive in one piece, playing bridge.


The elevator men—Herb, a black man; and Burt, a pale, once-aspiring opera singer who bellowed arias going up and down the elevator shaft—wore brown uniforms with gold piping and helped shuttle the seniors to the sidewalk when they were going out.


My mother, then a striking thirty-six-year-old blond actress of some renown, and my sister and I stood out in the lobby, but we weren’t that different from the other eccentrics who resided at the Bolivar. Baroness “Nica” de Koenigswarter, the aging patroness of jazz greats such as Thelonious Monk (whose well-known tune “Blue Bolivar Blues” is said to have been inspired by the hotel), lived there. A chiropterologist who worked at the Museum of Natural History rented an apartment down the hall. A professional clown wore his elongated shoes through the lobby.


The unusual mix of residents living at the Bolivar didn’t faze my mother, who grew up in hotels. She was the daughter of Elizabeth Foster Johnson, a Southern belle, whose third husband was the German count Franz Egon von Fürstenberg, my mother’s father. In the summer of 1935, my four-year-old mother, Baroness Betsy, dressed in lederhosen, returned from a vacation in the Thuringian mountains with her nanny to the count’s opulent apartment in Berlin overlooking the Tiergarten, to find the manservants in their royal purple livery and white gloves busily arranging rows of crates and traveling trunks. Her mother, in a slinky Greta Garbo dress, puffing on a cigarette holder, announced they were going to America, leaving behind my mother’s father, the apartment she had grown up in, and the Gothic castle in Westphalia where she was born.


A few weeks later, the countess, my mother, and her German Catholic nanny boarded the ship Bremmer. They eventually landed in New York, at first staying in a duplex penthouse suite at the Hotel Dorset and then, during World War II, as the money gradually ran out, in increasingly past-their-prime hotels.


My mother had supported herself as a model since she was sixteen, then continued to provide for our family as an actress. Many of her friends in the theater lived on the Upper West Side. She felt at home at the Bolivar and was pleased with her find—a sunny corner apartment with a view of the park for about $325 a month. The year I was looking at boarding schools, she rehearsed and then costarred in Neil Simon’s The Gingerbread Lady on Broadway. Landing such a plum role was a reminder of the heady years in the 1950s and early 1960s when she was cast as a pesky ingenue in many Broadway productions and appeared on the covers of Life and Look magazines. But it was Simon’s fame that put The Gingerbread Lady—and my mother’s name—on the side of New York City buses. Her reviews were good, and her agent was calling again with offers. But the play closed five months after it opened, and she was back on unemployment and dependent on commercials and Off-Broadway work. There was often less than a hundred dollars in her bank account (I knew in which drawer she kept her blue Dime Savings Bank passbook, along with her rolled-up stockings) at the end of the month after paying for groceries, clothes, and school expenses. Still, she was proud to have managed to gather the three of us back together. She decorated the apartment with remnant furniture and the stand-up piano from the apartment on the East Side where we had lived before my parents separated. Ceiling-to-floor silk curtains were tied back by a sash. An antique silver cigarette box and ashtray stamped with the von Fürstenberg crest, one of the few remnants of her aristocratic origins, sat on the marble-topped coffee table a carpenter had made for her when we lived in Ecuador. Over the Christmas holidays she would sometimes throw a party and her friends, which included a Hollywood and Broadway star or two, and the well-heeled from the other side of the park would drop in to say hello or gawk at the surroundings.


Up close, our home wasn’t swank. The radiators clanked and the window paint was flaking off. The “kitchen” was the size of a walk-in closet. Cockroaches slipped out of the drawers. My just-turned-teenager older sister was not impressed.


“I will never bring my friends here,” she told me. “It’s too embarrassing.”


She went to a private Catholic all-girls school on the East Side, and she didn’t like the West Side or the Bolivar. Plus, she had to share a bedroom with me, her brother, whose voice was changing. Between the lack of money (rent and tuition nearly always in arrears), my adolescence, my mother’s prescription drug problem, and my sister’s precocious socializing, it was a struggle. My mother was skittish and moody—maternal and protective one moment, regal and demanding the next. She once hit me in the head so hard her hand turned black and blue. She wrote this in her diary, adding with some satisfaction that for days after I would flinch when she raised a hand. Mostly, though, she raved at my sister. They would slap and hit each other, toss things—plates, ashtrays, books—pick up scissors or a knife, slam doors.


I was stuck in the middle. At the end of an evening, I dragged the garbage bag down the long hallway, past the blaring televisions, the marital arguments, and the smell of meat loaf, to the garbage cans in the rear stairwell. I remember thinking, “How long can this last?”


By the time I was twelve or thirteen, I knew my best chance of survival was to leave the Bolivar and my mother behind. At the end of seventh grade, with encouragement from my sister (my mother wanted me to stay in New York), I decided to apply to the school on the hill overlooking the sea. It belonged to a different world, far from the crime-singed streets of the Upper West Side, the drug addicts and domino players on the corner, the war protests, garbage strikes, blackouts, and muggings that were a regular part of city life in those days. There were idyllic photographs in the school catalog of a student reading under an elm tree on a pristine lawn in front of a dorm, and another of the school’s fleet of small racing sailboats known as Dragonflies tacking in a regatta. I had never sailed a boat bigger than a Sunfish, but I was hooked on the idea of sailing.


Like many boys my age, I’d grown up reading sea adventure stories about explorers, pirates, and whalers. We were familiar with Long John Silver and Jim Hawkins, Captain Ahab and Moby Dick, the Bounty and Captain Bligh. I was particularly drawn to stories about nautical exploits during the American Revolution. It was from books like Kenneth Roberts’s novels Captain Caution and The Lively Lady that I learned about caravels and schooners, frigates and clipper ships—these tall-masted bulwarks of oak planks and billowing sails so vital to America’s path to independence and prosperity. Now maybe I would be going to school in Newport, Rhode Island, an aging navy town and a forgotten jewel of American colonialism. Newport was also home to the America’s Cup race for over 125 years. I didn’t know much about it, but this competition conjured up a mixture of gritty rivalry, courage on the high seas, and glamor. To me, learning how to sail, tie a bowline knot, or tack into the wind were skills to be acquired, as American (at least in New England) as throwing a baseball or whacking a golf club.


As it was, I was accepted to the school, but it took me a long time to get on a boat in Newport. At St. George’s School, I was a New Yorker, and I clustered with other scholarship urbanites, including my best friend, Jason. He and I had long hair, smoked cigarettes, drank cheap rum, and dropped acid (I was reading Ram Dass and Hermann Hesse). We listened to Neil Young, the Allman Brothers, War, Jimi Hendrix, Bruce Springsteen (Jason’s favorite), and the Grateful Dead. At night we joined others huddled near the stone walls in the fields, icy and remote, drawing raw smoke from a bong, deriding the prefects, laughing boldly under Orion’s twinkling belt. The waves in the distance shushed us as we crept back toward the shadow of the school chapel’s Gothic tower.


In our tiny, separate dorm rooms, we piled furniture against our doors to stop the senior thugs from midnight hazing raids. It turned out there was a Clockwork Orange side to the school on the hill: a tradition of cruel hazing of freshmen and chronic sexual abuse on the part of certain faculty and coaches. If you departed from conventional preppy behavior or attire—your hair was too long, you preferred art to athletics, or, as one of my classmates did, you played the bagpipes or betrayed any remotely “gay” characteristics—you were a target. Your room was ransacked, you were beaten and “knuckled.” One dorm prefect, a member of the school choir, with short bangs across his forehead, was rumored to have stuck a freshman’s head in a toilet and a plunger handle up his rectum.


The sailing crowd, though, was mostly made up of earnest, local day students who grew up around boats and the elite kids who came from wealthy enclaves like Locust Valley, Long Island, and Greenwich, Connecticut, and had been lunching on turkey club sandwiches and iced tea at their parents’ yacht clubs all their lives. They wore Brooks Brothers khaki pants and outsized Lacoste polo shirts and were given BMWs when they turned sixteen. Of course, many of those rich suburban kids were as drug addled and sloppy as we city slickers, but the sailing crew tended to attract the clean-cut, healthy, outdoorsy types. Freshman year I fell for one, a local girl who was smart but innocent. She had blond hair, blue eyes, long legs, and a cheerleader disposition; she wore L.L.Bean topsiders every day with no socks. She and the sailing gang had their own sailing lexicon: someone’s uncle owned a gaff-rigged catboat; in the harbor there were sloops and ketches and yawls, some had a boom-vang and a windlass; every sailor tied a bowline and sheet bend blindfolded.


In the yearbook I’d check out the photographs of the student semesters spent on the school sailboat, Geronimo, in the Caribbean. There were my schoolmates Beaver and Alex tagging sharks, Lisa and Collin pulling up the mainsail, others clinging to the rail as the boat heeled over in a brisk breeze, gathering at sunset in the cockpit. It looked like fun, but the thought of spending several weeks in the intimacy of a boat cabin with a half dozen other students with completely different backgrounds and a lifetime acquaintance with sailing was intimidating. Not to mention the program cost close to $1,000.


So I pushed the boats aside. I played soccer. By sophomore year, I ran the coffee shop, a dank basement smoking room I repurposed into a French café, with tables, overhead shaded lights, a long wood bar built with the school carpenter (we served coffee and doughnuts and, if you were in the know, cans of coke spiked with rum), and a small stage for acoustic performances. I was popular, though a rough fit. Privileged but without cash. Athletic but not a jock. I was a percipient reader, an honor student, but also dyslectic, it turned out.


“Too many careless mistakes!” my English teacher wrote repeatedly on my essays. He was a young marine vet of patrician background who helped build an orphanage in Vietnam. He paced around the oval table in our classroom barking our last names in a jocular military way, pouncing us with surprise questions about American and English classics: A Separate Peace, Lord of the Flies, The Jungle, The Ox-Bow Incident, Hamlet, and The Tempest.


Feeling as much French (my father, a French Algerian, was then living in Paris) as American, I wore a bolero and scarf, and walked restlessly along the beaches, the rocky escarpments, and cliffs of Newport looking out at the ocean, imagining being out in it, listening to the foghorn at night, fantasizing about a life at sea.


At the time, sailors were making headlines for their solo ocean crossings and around-the-globe circumnavigations. These ruffle-haired adventurers, guided only by sextants and the whim of their imaginations, wrote about their existences on beaches in Tahiti and Mexico where they survived—with their lithe French wives and naked children—by fishing and cracking coconuts. In the ’70s, beach bums wandering the tropics on old wooden sailboats were the equivalent of beatniks piling into a VW bus with a stash of mescaline and heading across country to California. It was getting off the grid. It was discovering an authentic way of living. It was, for me, a daydream. I had no way of getting hold of a boat, and if I did, I wouldn’t know the first thing about what to do with it.


Truth was, I was still too much of a city boy with no nautical background. I was too erratic to focus on tying a sheet bend or rolling hitch or to learn to navigate with a sextant in choppy seas. I was too cynical to discuss points of sail (the direction of the boat vis-à-vis the wind) on the dock with Howie, the red-haired, freckled sailing coach.


And my blond crush fell for an equally ebullient classmate, a hockey star who also wore topsiders, the same kind as my heartbreak—soft-soled, with the leather bow laces left undone.


I spent my sophomore summer back at the Bolivar, running the elevator. Burt and Herb taught me how to bring the elevator to a smooth stop at exactly the right level with the floor, adjusting minutely if needed so no one would trip. The elderly residents cooed about how tall I had grown. I was a “young man” now, and the sex workers flirted and teased me. The pimps slipped me a dollar. An elderly lady on the ninth floor would push the call button and when I arrived she was standing with her bony, bare back to the elevator.


“Sonny, could you zip me up?”


At night I went out with a reedy, speed-dropping, professional backgammon and chess player who competed in all-night matches in after-hours clubs. On the weekends I went to Central Park and hung out at “the fountain” with the other long-hairs, jugglers, and musicians playing their guitars, bongos, and harmonicas.


It was the 1970s, and my mother was making the transition from acting to writing. She had a syndicated column about the changing mores and evolving notions about beauty and behavior of the time. She went downtown to interview cultural icons like Andy Warhol or Betty Friedan. She was still acting, often out of town, occasionally on Broadway and sometimes on television soap operas. She was writing a romance novel. She was cracking open a new life, which would, a few years later, lead to literary and financial success and a new husband. But at the moment, it was still hard work keeping it all together, finding jobs, and paying the rent and tuitions.


That summer she had an operation (she never told me what it was) and had to stay in bed for a few weeks. When I wasn’t working the elevator, I played caretaker, man about the house, and entertainer. In the morning on the weekends, I’d lie on her bed with my head on her lap, her hand idly combing my hair, as we shared the newspaper.


“How much do you love me?” she’d query me before asking for a favor.


I did not know who or what I was, but I pretended I did. I walked a thin line between the little I knew, the responsibility I tried to take on in the absence of my father, and the abyss. I would get too high. I would drink too much. I would lose it.


My junior year I was suspended from school for drinking and nearly expelled for my hijinks. I was caught returning from my dark-eyed poet girlfriend’s room one morning. (She was a senior soon on her way to Stanford.) I had an accident driving the headmaster’s car … at night … in a snowstorm … drunk.


Later that year, the faculty became alarmed when I was elected head prefect—basically president of the senior class. They held a special meeting to annul the election. Voices were raised, but my English teacher who became my mentor—and by then the dean of students—and a couple of other teachers stood up for me and tradition took its course.


It was a cringe-worthy year. I tried to be both responsible and cool, craven and radical. I introduced an arts week to the school-year schedule and the option of taking a semester off from sports to do an extracurricular activity, and I graduated with honors. And though the headmaster wrote a letter to my mother threatening not to allow me to graduate if the tuition was not paid, he caved in the end. He didn’t want to jeopardize the school’s only admission into Harvard that year.


I left St. George’s never having applied to the Geronimo Program or raised a sail on one of the school’s boats. After four years living by the sea in one of New England’s busiest sailing ports, the home of the America’s Cup race, I’d never stepped off a dock and been on the water.


[image: ]

Author at St. George’s






The summer after graduation, I was renting an apartment in Newport with two friends. One, Paul, had grown up sailing. His family had a turn-of-the-century Italianate stucco villa called Arcady at the top of a hill in Maine, overlooking a rocky cove. The family boat was a sleek forty-five-foot all-teak craft built in 1949.


For a prep school student, Paul was eccentric, a fellow romantic who had already crossed the Atlantic on board a freighter, lived in Spain, and wrote poetry. When Paul’s parents returned from sailing their boat to the Bahamas, Paul was given permission to pick up the boat, Limbas, in New York and sail her to Newport.


It was on Limbas I first learned about sailing. Over the weeks, after work or on the weekends, Paul taught me and our roommate and good friend Steve how to tie a bowline with one hand, grind a winch when tacking, and steer the boat through the oncoming waves. It was exciting to be on such a perfectly designed wood sailing machine, to feel the adrenaline rush when we raised and trimmed the sails, and the boat lunged forward, heeling as it slid gracefully through the water.


It was strange how at home I felt at sea. I had no nautical or marine experience and yet at times it felt as if I and the boat were one. I’d stand at the bow and feel the boat’s buoyancy pushing back against the water, the waves lifting her into the air, as if momentarily weightless, before she crashed down again into the soft sea. There was a childish joy to the repeating motion, a fortitude derived from hauling in the lines and manning the winches, an intelligence and self-reliance to charting the course. All of which Paul could do without blinking an eye. He had sailed offshore in storms, been stranded in fog and by low tides, and he could navigate by sextant. I envied him his knowledge, his independence, and his lack of fear.
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