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To Chris, guardian of my dreams





You see things, and you say, “Why?” But I dream things that never were, and I say, “Why not?”

—George Bernard Shaw




THE ROUTE

Departure from Lima, Peru, on January 12, 2005
Arrival at Hiva Oa, French Polynesia, on March 26, 2005
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1

Emergency Dive

THE SHARK CAME IN WITHOUT A SOUND, coldly slicing through the ocean. I fought to stay calm. Whatever you do, stay where you are. Stay quite still in your seat.

My eyes were fixed on the sleek, tapering shape just beneath the surface beside me. I was frozen with fright, my pulse racing, my insides tense and burning. All that lay between me and this dark blue menace was a film of water. With its cold eyes and steely musculature, the creature seemed invulnerable. It veered lazily around Océor, my cockleshell rowboat, like a lone wolf looking for prey. Océor’s sides shuddered with the vibration of its movement.

This one was probably cruising for sea bream, which were plentiful in the vicinity — and delicious, as I could attest. It was well over six feet long, and despite my panic I quietly thanked my stars I’d stuck to my strict resolution never to go swimming off the boat. Terrified and breathless, feeling very small indeed in the presence of this sleek predator, I could only sit and pray it would lose interest and go hunting elsewhere.

And suddenly it was gone, for no apparent reason. Maybe it thought I was too large a morsel.

This surprise visit occurred several days ago, around noon. I had just stopped rowing and was finishing off a ration of freeze-dried spaghetti Bolognese, dreaming of the beautiful fresh salads I hadn’t seen for weeks. The shark’s sudden appearance had made me drop the small aluminum-foil package containing my meal — and for some time after the thought of that great sinister shape made the hair rise on the back of my head. This was my first close shark encounter of the voyage. Nor was it the last, by any means.

Little did I know that within days I’d be agonizing about whether to break my resolution.

Should I or shouldn’t I go over the side?

Under my feet, sixteen thousand feet of void stood between me and the ocean floor. I was more than twenty-five hundred miles from my port of departure, Lima, Peru. Alone in a vast expanse of sea, I had long since lost any physical sense of where I was. I was marooned in the presence of the elements. I couldn’t afford the smallest error of judgment: there wasn’t a soul to help if I ran into trouble.

The memory of all the blue-skinned sharks I had sometimes glimpsed swimming stubbornly around my boat filled me with dread. My brain churned with conflicting thoughts. I mustn’t make a wrong move. Weak in the knees, I told myself stories to bolster my courage and relieve my sense of being so utterly alone.

Should I or shouldn’t I?

The question kept resonating, like a bell tinkling to the rhythm of my body. My oar strokes had grown more and more leaden, ineffectual, painful. Seaweed had crept into the cockpit, which hadn’t drained properly since the hawse pipes got choked by shellfish a while back. Recently, a stealthy growth of sea organisms had made its appearance beneath my sliding seat, making the tiny living space as slippery as soap. A few days earlier, the rudder had finally jammed, befouled by shellfish, and now it wouldn’t shift to port. Worst of all, Océor’s hull, completely covered by hundreds of barnacles, was virtually dead in the water.

For several more days I hesitated. Torn between the fear of diving beneath the surface and the ever more pressing need to do something, I nevertheless battled on with the oars. The situation grew more critical by the hour. I knew if I waited much longer the boat would come to a complete standstill. I had to make a decision.

The sea was in an untidy, ruffled mood and we were riding a slow swell from the southward. But Océor wasn’t herself. Instead of scudding over the waves, she was plunging heavily, like a wounded animal. The sky began to darken, and before long the ocean began to boil like a giant witch’s cauldron. My tiny craft was also my lifeboat — I had nothing else. I gripped the oars like a couple of panhandles to avoid pitching sideways.

So, the idea of going overboard in this

I shut my eyes, trying to picture myself lying beside a huge pool, swimming peacefully, letting the fresh water run softly along my flanks, relishing the bliss of relaxation. My family would be near me. Anya, my two-year-old niece, would run over to me, wanting to be caught up in my arms …

Océor heeled dully to port, jolting me back to reality. It wouldn’t be easy going over the side. I was bound to have trouble hauling myself back into the cockpit. The boat’s hull was heavily rounded, which made her roll crazily at the best of times. I might even capsize her with the weight of my body.

But the moment came when I couldn’t procrastinate any longer. I had no option. I had to careen Océor, or stay here forever.

I had run into this same situation before, when I rowed across the North Atlantic. It had been early October, and the water temperature was no more than 57 degrees Fahrenheit. I was paralyzed by fear and cold —I’ll never forget the anguish of finding myself physically incapable of climbing back on board. I’d spent more than forty-five minutes in the water and couldn’t summon the strength to hoist myself back up.

That ugly episode had taught me a valuable lesson, and now, minutes away from an equally perilous venture, I felt helpless, vulnerable, and more terrified than ever. Because this time my body, my mind, and every other part of me knew exactly what to expect.

I had the morbid sensation that I was dipping too deeply into my reserve of luck. I felt under scrutiny, as if some imaginary being somewhere up above was waiting patiently for me to jump. I got a certain consolation in reminding myself that I always reflected carefully before making any move — and I had done so in this case. Maybe that would be a point in my favor.

I tend to deal with fear in the most Cartesian way possible, a little trick that has helped me overcome more than a few obstacles and difficulties. I divide the mountains I have to climb into small segments, which makes them somehow more accessible and less frightening. Of course, that’s not the whole answer. Often the summit stays firmly hidden in the clouds, the path is steep and rugged, fatigue overwhelms me, and I long for only one thing: to stop, stop everything, now.

But then you learn patience and, because it is the only way, wait for the storm to abate and the right moment to come.

I knew I had to do this, even though my rational mind urged me to stay quietly in the cockpit. We all have an instinct to protect, even overprotect, ourselves. People sometimes ask what gives me the strength to get up and go when others prefer to stay put. Well, maybe I’ve worked out how to cut the current of reason, how to trip the circuit breaker and take a step into that so often paralyzing unknown.

Anyway, I made up my mind. I reached for the precious satellite phone, switched it on, and called planet Earth.

“Maman?”

“Darling, what’s happening? It’s only seven P.M. here. Why are you calling so early? Are you in trouble?”

“No, everything’s fine. I just wanted to let you know — as I promised — that I’m getting ready to go over the side and scrape Océor’s bottom. I’m not happy about it, but the problem’s really out of hand. I absolutely have to.”

“Well, if you must, you must. But please be careful…. And stay in touch. Call me when you’re safely back on board. Promise?”

“Don’t worry, I’ll be fine, speak to you in a while. Big hug!”

“And keep a lookout for sharks!”

Then I perched on the edge of the cockpit, the soles of my feet slapped by the water each time Océor rolled. I clung on tightly, waiting for the right moment so that I wouldn’t suddenly fall. This first dive into the vast Pacific, over whose surface I’d been drifting for upward of two months, didn’t amuse me one bit. But now my mask was clamped on my face. I was harnessed, tied to the boat by a lifeline, and ready to go.

Who believes in guardian angels?

My mind flew back to the last few days of backbreaking effort with the oars, and the memory gave me a surge of courage. It was time to take action.

The moment came, and I jumped.

The water, a warmish 74 degrees Fahrenheit, still seemed chilly to me. I opened my eyes and beheld an immense shoal of black-and-white-striped pilot fish, all different sizes, waiting to greet me. They seemed quite unafraid. Although it was a scene of troubling beauty, I wasn’t disposed to dwell on it. Lower down, hovering above a monstrous black void that made me pull my legs hurriedly to the surface, were scores of bonitos. They observed me with fishy detachment.

The light was dim. I felt like some jiggling live bait impaled on a hook.

I didn’t dare try to imagine what might be lurking in that yawning inky abyss. My legs were kicking at full speed, as if afraid of being sucked into those miles of emptiness below. Without so much as another look into this underwater abyss, I set about scraping off the thick layer of crustaceans attached to the hull. My sole objective was to get it clean and spend as short a time as possible in the water.

I had a long, very sharp knife, and I used it to slash at the bases of the barnacles. These small, cream-colored shellfish, ribbed with orange, whose suckers can cling to the most effective anti-fouling varnish, began to fall away in a swirl, as if drawn downward by a giant siphon. To see them vanishing so quickly into nothingness made my flesh crawl. I forced myself to look up and attend to the task at hand. The rudder was completely sheathed in barnacles — no wonder it was jammed!

Working quickly, I freed it up, as I kept looking around, checking to make sure that my sense of a hostile presence was only an eerie illusion. Visibility was no more than a few feet, and I was well aware I’d have no time to scramble out of the water if a shark should happen by. When I came to the surface for air, my feet were tingling with terror. The waves kept pulling me away from Océor; each time a wave hit it was more of a struggle to get back alongside. Meanwhile, swarms of pilot fish darted around my hands, snapping at barnacle flesh as I ripped it off the hull. The smallest ones, completely fearless, came right up to my mask and banged up against the glass.

I had a sudden flashback….

I was a child, swimming off my family’s schooner where she lay at anchor in some heavenly Caribbean bay. The crafty little fish crowded up so close I was sure they’d get in my ears. But my two brothers were nearby, and I was also reassured by the broad, fat bottom of our boat, which looked from a distance like the belly of a whale.

Today’s excursion with the pilot fish, however, was altogether different, and a strange presentiment jerked me violently back into the present. Before my eyes, in a split second, every one of my swimming companions vanished into the murky depths. I was suddenly all alone, breathless, my stomach in knots, my legs drawn up to my chest, barely able to move. All sorts of scenarios flashed through my mind. The disappearing act was a hideous alarm. The danger was very near. Without losing a moment, staying as calm as I could, I struck out for the side of the boat.

I needed to get out of the water — on the double!

But Océor was wallowing so badly I couldn’t do it. Clinging with all my strength to the guard rail, I tried to catch hold of something in the cockpit, but my fingers slipped. Again Océor pitched sideways. Without warning, a wave hit me hard and I went under. I felt as if I were drowning. Morbid images flooded through my head. I was furious at myself for getting into this grotesque mess.

Come on, Maud, said a weary inner voice. You did it in the Atlantic. You can do it here, too.

Deliberately using my legs as little as possible, I concentrated hard, channeling every ounce of energy into my arms. At that moment I’d have done anything to get back aboard. At which point a convulsive heave combined with a sudden roll of the boat sent me tumbling into the cockpit, where I impaled myself on a stainless steel thwart. I let out a yelp of pain.

My rib. Cracked again, in the same place as before, when I banged it during a terrible storm in the Atlantic. This was all I needed.

With one hand clamped to the wound, I struggled to hold back my tears. I’d been unforgivably clumsy. Now I wanted to avenge my sore body, which I knew would hurt till the day I ended the voyage. A cracked rib plagues you mercilessly, hour after hour, until you give in and stop moving. It was going to be like that from now on. I was drained and shaking with pain, but I couldn’t hide behind that for very long. I had to go back in the water — the other side of the hull also needed to be scraped. I wished myself far away from this ocean and its endless, relentless pressures.

Come on, Maud, back in the saddle with you!

The voice of my riding instructor, Jean-Paul B., welled up in my memory. Never let too much time elapse between the time you fall off (and God knows I fell off a lot) and the time you remount. Gritting my teeth so as not to let on I’d hurt myself, I vowed to silently do as I was told and clamber back on the horse.

Here in the Pacific, instead of dusting off my pants I rubbed my hair with a towel, caught my breath, and made a conscious effort to empty myself of trepidation.

The sea ground its teeth. The waves raked along Océor’s sides with deliberate menace. Feverishly, I looked around for sharks’ fins breaking the surface, but saw none among the pelting crests and troughs. I prayed the danger was past, whatever it had been, and peered overboard, hoping to see my shoal of pilot fish back in place. Finally, taking a deep breath, I reluctantly slithered over the starboard side to finish the job I’d begun.

I love the water, but I’d never been so unhappy about going into it as I was at that moment.

The ocean was empty of fish, but I was still tempting fate. The weather was growing more threatening by the minute, and soon the seas would be too high for me to have a chance, however hard I tried, of getting back on board. Gripping my big diving knife, I did the careening as quickly as I could, breaking the surface every minute or so to breathe.

The sun was hidden now, and I could see almost nothing. Remoras, little black sucking fish, were tightly wedged around the desalinator tube; I scraped them off before they could do any more damage. Buffeted against the hull to which I was attached, I swallowed mouthfuls of sea-water. But I stuck to the job, and after thirty horrible minutes it was done. I heaved myself up hand over fist on the mooring line. It was an exhausting maneuver, even more difficult than the first time, and by the time I reached the cockpit I was aching all over, as weak as a kitten.

But I was proud of what I had done. Indeed, I was happy, too, relieved to have completed the job. I quietly gave thanks to the Great Universe for protecting me from real harm. Superstitious as I am, I was sure that my “resolutely disciplined” side had not gone unappreciated somewhere.

Sore, solitary, and exhausted — but safe.

I sat there and began to laugh.
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A New Challenge

MY WINDOW AT THE AGENCY faced a pizzeria, where ten red motorbikes were drawn up, each with a little delivery box perched on the passenger seat. Since I often worked late, I occasionally would watch the machines humming to and fro like bees around a hive, responding busily as the orders came in. Between errands, the delivery men milled around the pizzeria door and smoked cigarettes to pass the time in the frozen December weather. Huddled in identical red jackets embossed with their employer’s logo, they waited with patient resignation for the next call to come through. Then, around midnight, activity ceased and the bikes were carefully chained together. Free at last, the men in red hurried away to their homes. But there was no escape for their machines — they’d be parked on the pavement till next evening.

Sitting on my plush swivel chair, I felt as chained to my own destiny as those silent motorbikes ranked in their slots across the street. A pile of fat files sat on the desk before me. I worked as a building manager and I loved the job, to which I brought the same passion as to everything else I did. I especially liked the on-site meetings I attended with architects; often the builders would see me turn up in a suit and high heels and politely suggest I wait below, at ground level. Their concern made me smile — I was used to swarming up scaffold ladders four rungs at a time. Once I was aloft and looking out across the roofs of Paris, my mind would often wander away from whatever the site manager was saying, daydreaming of other wide open spaces. The countless houses and buildings of every size stretching away below reminded me of the crests and troughs of ocean waves; the urban limits to my field of vision were like the sea’s horizon.

I longed to see what lay beyond that horizon. I longed for the sea, adventure, the unknown. Every moment of my daily life they called to me. The Paris metro became a submarine in the depths of the ocean; the pigeons nodding on the agency’s porch were seagulls blown from the open sea; the rain was an invigorating squall; even the drafts in my office carried a salt tang and clamored for me to board my tiny rowboat in time to catch the tide. As if that wasn’t enough, I was surrounded by small reminders: the latest issue of Voiles et voiliers lay provocatively on a shelf, and photos of Pen Duick and Géant II Velsheda majestically faced each other from opposite walls. On my closed door was an old sea chart of the Azores, which I had set aside along with all the others I had used to set my Atlantic course — my eyes kept returning to it, answering its unspoken summons. By the telephone, little jars of seawater, sand, and broken shells beckoned. I had brought these home after a regatta between the Granville and Chausey islands, and every time I looked at them I’d be swamped with memories.
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