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To Paul and Jane Lorraine, and Alison O’Leary





PART I






CHAPTER ONE


FLORIDA—COUNTDOWN TO THE CROSSING


The flight from Ottawa to Florida is a long one, but Rudy Snel doesn’t mind as he gazes out the aircraft window at the clouds below. He’s thinking about the next leg of his trip: a voyage on the Sean Seamour II—a forty-four-foot sailboat—that will carry him and two others from Florida to the Azores, then on to Gibraltar and Saint-Tropez. Sailing across the Atlantic has been a dream of Rudy’s since he was nine years old when his family emigrated from Holland to Canada crossing the Atlantic on a passenger ship. In the course of the voyage they encountered a storm that caused the ocean liner to pitch and roll, making just about everyone on board seasick. But not Rudy. He was out on the top deck in the pelting rain having the time of his life, awed by the raging sea around him.


Rudy is now sixty-two years old and recently retired from a teaching career in the public schools. He finally has the time to live out his dream of returning to the sea. A five-foot-nine-inch Canadian with gray hair and a neatly trimmed beard, he is an adventurous soul; the hardships expected on a transatlantic crossing don’t bother him in the least. He owns his own sailboat and often sails the Ottawa River, but he has also mastered piloting small aircraft and parachuting. He has made more than six hundred parachute jumps. On one of those jumps, his parachute did not deploy properly, and when he looked up at the tangled mess during his free fall, his reaction wasn’t one of alarm, but of annoyance. He would have to pull his reserve parachute, and was already thinking ahead to the considerable effort it would take to repack it. He landed safely.


When he saw a notice on a website announcing that a crew was needed for a transatlantic crossing, he was able to tell the captain that while his sailing experience was limited to inland waterways, he wasn’t prone to panic when the unexpected happened. He was capable of standing watch and had never been motion-sick in his life. He explained that he wanted to go on the voyage to learn about blue-water sailing and because it would be an entirely new experience. He didn’t retire from his job just to sit around and grow soft.


• • •


When the plane touches down in Jacksonville, Florida, Rudy disembarks and follows the crowd down to baggage claim. He is met by the captain, fifty-seven-year-old Jean Pierre de Lutz, who goes by the nickname JP. The two men shake hands and then head outside. The warm, humid air embraces Rudy, a welcome change from the cold of Ottawa. It is late April, the temperature is in the mid-eighties, and the brilliant sunshine causes Rudy to squint.


They drive directly to the Sean Seamour II, which is moored at Green Cove Springs on the St. Johns River. Rudy likes what he sees. The Beneteau sailboat has a center cockpit protected by a hard dodger (rigid windshield), a single mast directly in front of the cockpit, with twin guardrails surrounding the white vessel. During inclement weather, the cockpit can be completely enclosed with canvas curtains and windows. It’s a sleek-looking boat—Rudy thinks it’s beautiful.


The third crew member, Ben Tye, emerges from the boat’s cabin. Jean Pierre introduces the thirty-one-year-old sailor to Rudy. Ben is British, with a short, stocky build and a shaved head. He began his career in the tourism industry, but he soon turned his interest to the sea, first teaching inshore sailing on small vessels, and then progressing to yacht deliveries. Now working toward his yachtmaster captain’s license, he is focused on gaining more miles at sea. He has sailed from Europe to the United States, and on this trip he will reverse course. Reserved by nature, Ben tends to take time before opening up, but that night at dinner, he already feels comfortable and is more than satisfied that the threesome will make a good crew. He is impressed that JP has spared no expense in equipping the boat and is taking his time readying it for the crossing. In his quiet manner, JP patiently explains the intricacies of his vessel, and Ben senses that this is a man who never gets rattled.


Ben and Rudy don’t know it, but JP had more than a dozen candidates answer his request for a crew. He interviewed each applicant, narrowing them down to two crew members, relying on his instincts to determine who would be the best fit. He was more than sure that Rudy and Ben were the right men for the job. JP selected May as the optimal time of year for an eastbound crossing of the Atlantic, primarily because it would put them ahead of hurricane season. He’d had a brush with a hurricane in a prior crossing and wanted no part of another.


The voyage is not scheduled for another few days because the Sean Seamour II was in storage for two and a half years, and needs a complete overhaul, cleaning, and provisioning. Some of the equipment was removed and stored in an air-conditioned warehouse. Now that equipment needs to be inspected, replaced if necessary, and secured in its proper position aboard the boat. Rudy and Ben will work under JP’s supervision. Each man will have a private berth; Ben’s will be the forward cabin, Rudy’s the stern, and JP’s the port side, closest to the chart table and the companionway leading up to the cockpit. As they start taking apart the inside of the boat and checking equipment, JP realizes that time and climate have done their share of damage. They order a new wind sensor, cable replacements for the mast, autopilot hydraulic pump, new fuel filters, and a new battery bank. The fuel tank is cleaned and a custom-made auxiliary tiller packed in case of emergency. New life jackets and flares are stowed. JP replaces the navigation and electronics by installing the latest MaxSea weather routing software, which will enable him to receive detailed wind data several days in advance, allowing him to adjust course accordingly. A backup computer with navigation and satellite telephone software is also on board and in working order.


The preparation introduces Ben and Rudy to the inner workings of the boat as they replace lines, clean equipment, and practice using the pumps. As the two men lay out the drogues and their lines on the dock, Ben says, “I hope we won’t need them.” Rudy counters, “Well, I’d like to see a bit of heavy weather, just for the experience.”


The life raft and GPIRB (global position indicating radio beacon, which can send a signal to the Coast Guard, pinpointing the location of an emergency) went out for recertification, and the entire crew reviews their operation before securing the two pieces of safety equipment. The GPIRB is one step advanced from the traditional EPIRB (emergency position indicating radio beacon) because it has an integrated GPS that gives the receiver, the Coast Guard, a faster location fix and does not require the receiver to perform any complex calculations. The GPIRB on the Sean Seamour II is mounted in its cradle inside the cabin for ready access.


Also on board is an older EPIRB from an earlier boat of JP’s. Although it is a somewhat redundant piece of equipment, JP has tested its eleven-year-old batteries and the unit works, so he decides to keep it on board. He installs the EPIRB in its cradle on the inside of the cockpit’s hard dodger, where it is safe from sea spray and wash-downs. The EPIRB does not have a hydrostatic release, but its signal is water-activated, and the captain doesn’t want any false alarms.


JP reviews the heavy-weather contingencies with the crew, making sure they understand exactly what needs to be dogged down in a storm. They examine the location and operation of all safety equipment. One person will be on watch at all times, and they will all wear safety harnesses with tethers clipped to the boat at night and in heavy weather.


Ben is in charge of the first-aid kit because he is trained in emergency medical aid, and he adds all sorts of supplies to the kit, including several medications, along with a needle and thread for stitching. JP jokes that the boat now has its own pharmacy. But the “pharmacy” can’t cure Ben’s hangover after he and Rudy polish off four bottles of wine. The next day Rudy says the drinking served them well as “part of a team-building experience.” Ben fires back, “Well, that may be, but I’m never drinking with a fuckin’ Canuck again!”


The time spent working on the boat has been valuable for the three sailors to get to know one another before heading out to the open water. Rudy is glad for the few days of preparation; if he found anything of concern about his crewmates, he figured he could always back out of the voyage. He knows a transatlantic crossing has its risks, and he wants to feel extra comfortable with his partners. They will be in close quarters for several weeks. Rudy has a good feeling about both men. Ben is a knowledgeable sailor and a fun companion, and JP is soft-spoken, easygoing, and competent.


Departure is scheduled for May 1, 2007, but the men have to wait an extra day for some new batteries. This one-day delay will have significant consequences.
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JP on his Boat








CHAPTER TWO


JEAN PIERRE


May 2, 2007


Before casting off at six-thirty in the morning, JP checks the marine weather forecast, but finds nothing out of the ordinary. Their destination is Gibraltar, but first they will land at the Azores for refueling. As they untie the lines, some friends from the marina come down to wave goodbye. JP then makes good on a promise. He will stop smoking now that the voyage has begun. To prove it, the short and slender captain with wispy gray hair takes his last pack of cigarettes, ceremonially holds them high in the air, and tosses them into the water—his new life as a nonsmoker begins at this moment. Rudy and Ben exchange glances; they hope their polite and relaxed captain doesn’t turn into Ahab.


After doing some 360-degree turns to calibrate the new equipment, they slowly motor down the St. Johns River, going right through the heart of Jacksonville as the sun clears the eastern horizon. As they approach the first bridge, Rudy can’t help but wonder if the mast—all sixty-one feet of it—will clear the underside, but JP assures him it will, and it does. Near the river’s mouth, they stop at a marina to top off the diesel tanks and fill up jerricans with more fuel. During the refueling, Rudy announces, “I’ll be right back. I’m going to make a last stop for food.” He walks to a market and purchases three orders of fish and chips.


JP uses this opportunity to call his wife, Mayke (pronounced Mykeh), a highly successful artist. They talk for a few moments, but JP wonders why Mayke is so mad at him for not calling earlier. She doesn’t tell him the real reason: She has had an uneasy feeling—“the kind you get right where your navel is”—that this voyage will not end well.


Mayke knows her husband is a safety-conscious sailor and that the Sean Seamour II is more than capable of handling rough weather, but ever since she dropped JP at the airport a couple of weeks earlier, her apprehension has grown in intensity with each passing day. Sleep has been difficult, and her time painting in the studio has suffered. She just wants her conversation with JP to end before she blurts out her misgivings and puts a damper on JP’s enthusiasm for the voyage.


When she hangs up the phone, Mayke tries to analyze her anxious mood, but she simply has no idea where it’s coming from. If it’s intuition, it seems totally illogical. But try as she might, she can’t shake the feeling that the trip is doomed. She doesn’t even try to return to the studio, knowing that anything she paints will be dark and foreboding.


• • •


When Rudy returns with the fish and chips, the men enjoy their lunch—their last meal from the outside world. Then they resume motoring, reaching the ocean at two p.m.


I’m finally doing it, thinks Rudy as he watches the shore disappear. We’re on our way.


There’s a slight breeze from the southwest, and the men are able to get their sails up, first heading in an easterly direction for about an hour and then sailing north-northeast. They are at the edge of the Gulf Stream, whose current will assist them on the first days of the journey. The balmy air allows the men to enjoy dinner in the cockpit, watching the sunset as they pull farther from land.


Later, while JP and Ben go to bed, Rudy stands watch to make sure they don’t get too close to any other vessels. He is assisted by a radar detector that will sound an alarm if another vessel is in their vicinity. Rudy wears his safety harness with the tether clipped to a bed-eye or other firm object on the boat. This is a wise precaution to ensure that if someone accidentally falls overboard, the tether will keep him with the boat. Without the tether, a sailor who goes overboard at night has a slim chance of being found. There are few fates worse than swimming frantically and hollering in the darkness, trying to keep up with a boat whose stern lights are getting fainter and fainter as it sails into the night.


Rudy is glad he has the first watch; he’s much too excited about starting the voyage to sleep, and he’s already thinking ahead to tomorrow, his first full day at sea. Just before midnight, with a half-moon illuminating the water, Rudy has his first thrill of the trip. He’s startled by a splash a couple of feet away from the boat. Peering at the ocean, he sees the outline of a dolphin come out of the water. There are perhaps twenty dolphins swimming along either side of the Sean Seamour II, occasionally breaking the surface with acrobatic leaps. Rudy watches, mesmerized. He has never seen dolphins at sea, and this pod seems to want to race the boat, just a few feet away from the awestruck Canadian. Grinning, Rudy feels a sense of well-being from contact with the natural world of the sea.


Looking from the radar screen back to the dolphins, Rudy expects the pod to veer away from the boat at any moment. Instead, they accompany the sailor for the next hour. Finally, at about one a.m., the dolphins leave, and Rudy checks a computer navigation screen that shows both the actual course of the sailboat and the course plotted in advance by JP. The vessel seems a bit off track. Rudy decides to wake JP and get his advice.


JP joins Rudy in the cockpit, and together they get the boat back on course. As they sail into the night, Rudy says, “Aren’t you going back to bed?” JP shakes his head. “When I’m on the boat, I don’t seem to require much sleep. It’s a beautiful night, and I feel refreshed, so I’ll stay up and enjoy it.”


JP loves sailing so much, he doesn’t want to miss any of it by sleeping. Like many die-hard sailors, he has had an unconventional life. Born in New York City, JP’s father was French and his mother Belgian. They were not ready to raise a child and JP’s father was abusive to both his son and wife. Because of the ill treatment, JP’s mother fled her husband, abandoning her three-year-old son. It’s a wonder JP survived the cruelties of his father. Neighbors heard him crying all the time and called social services when they realized he was left alone for hours on end in his father’s New York City apartment.


Social services removed JP from the apartment and placed him in a foster home, which was little better than his lonely existence in the apartment. He was the youngest of several children there, and was ostracized by the older boys. But he was a resourceful child, and out of necessity he adapted, learning that he could survive by being alone and hiding when necessary. When he was six years old, his father somehow managed to regain custody of his child. JP went to live with him and his new wife, Betty. The resulting years were disastrous for young Jean Pierre. His stepmother, Betty, was a kind woman, but she, too, had to flee the cruelties of her husband, and once again JP, now ten years old, was alone with his physically abusive father. In an effort to get his second wife back, JP’s father concocted a heinous plan, using JP as both pawn and victim. The father knew Betty loved the boy, and he surmised that if she realized JP was in trouble, she would return. In an unspeakable act of cruelty, his father intentionally dumped a pot of boiling water on his son, later claiming it was an accident. JP was brought to a hospital where a priest was ready to give the boy last rites. That was the last thing JP remembered. The scalding gave him second- and third-degree burns over most of his body, and for the next five weeks he was in a coma.


When JP emerged from the coma, he had to endure the latest burn treatment, which included being strapped to the bed. Nurses would have him lie for a couple of hours on his back and then rotate him onto his stomach so each side of his burned body would get air. Betty was a regular visitor, holding JP’s hand, fighting back the tears whenever she looked in his sad eyes. He seemed to look right through her, a haunted gaze similar to that of soldiers returning from battle who have seen horrors few of us can imagine.


Somehow JP survived the trauma, and after several painful and lonely months in the hospital, he was well enough to be discharged. The “accident” accomplished his father’s intended effect: Betty returned out of concern for the boy. She, too, was a victim of this manipulative and cunning madman.


Shortly after his recovery, Betty arranged for JP to be reunited with his biological mother, wanting to get him away from her husband. JP was shipped off yet again, this time to France, where his mother lived. In addition to being a better parent than his father, his mother lived in a place that was entirely different and exciting for the young boy, not just because it was a new country but because his mother lived by the sea.


The young boy who had endured so much cruelty found that the sea had a soothing effect. Saint-Tropez, on France’s Mediterranean coast, opened JP’s eyes to the marvels of the ocean, and he spent much of his free time prowling the seawalls while expectantly watching the fishing boats come and go from the port. He dreamed of hopping aboard one of the boats and traveling beyond the confines of the harbor, past the lighthouse, and out into the open ocean.


Soon the local fishermen noticed the quiet American boy watching them, and one kindly fisherman finally motioned for JP to come aboard his boat, explaining to the lad that if he arrived at the wharf early the next morning, he could ride with the fisherman as he performed his work. The next day JP reported for duty before dawn, and out to sea they went. After a couple of hours, when the net was hauled aboard, he helped the man sort his catch and perform a few other odd jobs. Although JP could speak little French, the old man and the young boy worked well together, and soon JP was a regular helper. The twosome would motor out in the boat before dawn and return with their catch in time for the morning market.


A year later, JP received his initiation to sailboats when he met an English sailor who was repairing his catamaran. JP watched and helped when he could as the man worked on his boat. The sailor told stories of his adventures at sea, which stimulated young JP’s imagination and his growing desire to get his own sailboat. Through this Englishman, JP met other sailors and was soon crewing on centerboard sailboats.


When he was twelve years old, JP found a derelict sailboat that he rehabilitated as best he could, and soon he was sailing around the Gulf of Saint-Tropez, learning largely by trial and error. Over the next four years, the young sailor and his little boat would challenge the wind and seas far beyond the boat’s designed purpose, first voyaging to Cap Camarat, then the isles of Levant, and finally out into the blue water of the open Mediterranean. It was on JP’s solo trips that the idea percolated to someday sail across the Atlantic and later around the world.


JP’s aspiration was further fueled when he read about the exploits of sixteen-year-old Robin Lee Graham, who set out to sail around the world in his twenty-four-foot sloop named Dove. National Geographic published periodic articles of the young sailor’s adventures as he sailed through the South Pacific, was demasted twice during storms, and met his future wife on the island of Fiji. Graham was not trying to set any records for speed; he was interested in exploring different ports of call, and this appealed to JP. It took Graham a little over four years to complete his journey, but nevertheless, when he finished in 1970, he became the youngest person to solo sail around the planet. Graham became JP’s inspiration and hero.


JP thought the adventure of circumnavigating the world was the perfect challenge for him, and he vowed that someday he would set sail and not return until he had crossed the seven seas. Neither JP nor Graham minded being alone, but there was one big difference in their childhood. Graham had a loving father who taught his son to sail and celebrated his son’s independent streak. But JP didn’t let his past slow him down; he simply taught himself what he needed to know or asked questions of the fishermen and sailors of Saint-Tropez.


JP’s dreams of blue-water sailing were put on hold when he was seventeen and attended landlocked Syracuse University in New York, followed by finding a job in Germany. The young man had an entrepreneurial spirit combined with a sharp mind that could intuitively solve problems. He also had a pair of hands that could make or fix just about anything. In 1978 he put those talents to use, starting his own business developing and marketing consumer products, including toys and household goods. Four years later, he sold the business but agreed to stay on for a couple of years in a senior management position. Although he was mostly away from the ocean, he read about the sea and went on day sails whenever possible, still dreaming of one day sailing around the world.


JP had married and fathered three children when new business opportunities prompted him and his family to move from Europe to the Washington, D.C., area. His heavy workload and frequent travel kept him not only from the sea but also from his family, and soon his marriage fractured, ending in divorce in 1995. During this period he purchased a country inn in Saignon, France, because his mother and stepfather needed work, and JP thought they could manage the business with his occasional oversight.


After the divorce, JP turned his attention back to the sea, often walking the harbors and boatyards, eying different models of sailboats. He viewed the vessels with a “champagne man’s taste and a beer man’s pocket,” but finally found a compromise in a thirty-three-foot Beneteau Oceanis 321 that he christened the Lou Pantai, which roughly translates to “the Dream” in the old language of Provence. He moored the Lou Pantai at the Annapolis City Marina and lived aboard the boat during the coldest winter of his life, planning his blue-water getaway while shivering in the cabin. He consumed every sailing book he could find to help him prepare the vessel for a transatlantic crossing, and he purchased an EPIRB. JP was a loner by nature, and that cold winter, while living solo aboard his vessel, he felt exhilarated by the possibilities that stretched before him.


The next spring he sailed the Chesapeake Bay region, often traveling down to Smith and Tangier Islands. Those weekend trips taught him more about his vessel’s capabilities, and he continued to upgrade the Lou Pantai for the voyage he planned across the Atlantic. With his analytical mind, he began to investigate every nook and cranny of the boat, seeing what improvements he could make, and pushing himself to understand how each and every piece of equipment functioned. One of his major changes was to remove the boat’s batteries, which he did not feel would meet the needs of an ocean crossing. He replaced the batteries with eight six-volt golf cart batteries, rebuilding the hold to accommodate them. Using the same creativity that helped him start his own business, he installed a workbench, where he placed his cherished Zyliss aluminum-alloy multifunction bench tool. JP was an inventor at heart, and the bench tool allowed him to custom-make some of his own parts for the vessel. He also spent those first couple of years with the boat considering various problems that might crop up at sea and how to resolve them.


In 1996 JP began his long-awaited transatlantic trip. The first leg of the voyage took him to Cape Cod, Massachusetts, to visit his stepmother, Betty, and to finish provisioning the boat before the Atlantic crossing. He set sail from Annapolis on July 4, reaching the Cape a few days later. JP was ecstatic to be out on the open sea, feeling much like he did as a boy during that first trip on the fishing boat from Saint-Tropez.


Once moored at Cape Cod, JP had to wait for Hurricane Bertha to pass by, up the East Coast. When the storm had spun its way north of Massachusetts, he monitored the weather forecasts and decided he could set off safely for Europe. Betty went down to Harwich Port to see her stepson off with hugs, kisses, and more than a few tears. She waved goodbye as the Lou Pantai cleared the harbor, and then she drove down to Red River Beach, where she could see JP sailing eastward, fighting back tears until the boat became a speck on the horizon before disappearing from sight.


JP thought Hurricane Bertha was long gone, but the storm had a surprise for both meteorologists and the lone sailor. Four days into the voyage, while in the Gulf Stream, JP ran into building seas. Bertha, now downgraded, had not continued north after reaching the Maine coast, but instead had veered east-southeast and into the path of the Lou Pantai. The winds increased to over fifty knots, and the seas climbed to twenty-five feet. JP ran with the seas, and about midday he laid a drogue off the stern that provided better helm by slowing the boat when running down the following waves. Realizing he could not stay at the helm all night, he decided to deploy a sea anchor to keep the drift to a minimum. But as he prepared this equipment, an extreme wave spun the sailboat completely around, causing the slack in the line attached to the drogue to tangle in the propeller.


Battered by crashing waves, the Lou Pantai rolled so violently that JP had difficulty moving without being thrown to the deck. Water infiltrated the engine tank vents, and the boat lost power. The wind screamed through the rigging, fraying JP’s nerves, making him feel like he was inside a screeching violin. Somehow he made it through the night without being injured, but during the next day and evening, the waves grew to thirty feet. JP’s sole source of comfort was the knowledge that he had an EPIRB on board. Later that night, the seas became so chaotic that he considered activating the EPIRB, but he forced himself to hold back.


He was convinced the storm would eventually kill him, and during the desperate hours, he wrote a goodbye letter to each of his three children, telling them how much he loved them. When the notes were written, he sealed them in bottles and tossed them overboard.


Through the long and terrifying night, the wallowing Lou Pantai somehow remained afloat, and when dawn finally came, the winds abated a bit and JP knew the seas would follow. Later that day, when the waves became manageable, JP tied a line around his waist and entered the water with a mask and snorkel. Over a five-hour period, he worked on cutting the sea anchor line from the propeller and shaft. When the job was done, the bruised and exhausted sailor resumed heading eastward.


The rest of the voyage was without incident, and JP felt an enormous sense of gratitude and accomplishment. He had not only completed his transatlantic crossing but had survived the worst conditions that the ocean could throw at him. Or so he thought at the time.
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The Sean Seamour II








CHAPTER THREE


RIDING THE GULF STREAM


May 3 is another fine day, and with a brisk breeze from the west, the Sean Seamour II is now traveling north-northeast, riding the current of the Gulf Stream. Rudy is surprised by the change in the ocean’s color, from a greenish-gray hue to a brilliant aquamarine, and he marvels at the sun’s ability to shine right through the top of small waves. He also notes that the ocean’s temperature has climbed from the previous day’s 73 degrees Fahrenheit to 78 today.


The warm waters of the Gulf Stream are a result of its origination in the Gulf of Mexico. Its current shoots through the fifty-mile-wide Florida Straits, passing between the tip of Florida and Cuba, sending the flow northward along Florida’s eastern seaboard. Here the Gulf Stream is narrow, deep, and quick-moving, just like a high-speed river in a well-defined path, with only an occasional eddy forming at its margins. Approximately forty miles wide, a quarter mile deep, and traveling at a clip of four to five knots, this beginning section of the Gulf Stream carries a volume of water more than twenty-five times greater than all the rivers in the world combined. When it reaches Cape Hatteras, it curves to the northeast, losing a bit of its power as more warm-water eddies detach and re-form, while the Stream itself broadens and slows. Most of the warm-water eddies spin north out of the core of the Gulf Stream, rotating in a clockwise current, and some of these separate completely, spinning off on their own meandering path. Farther north, the Stream flows eastward, forming the North Atlantic Drift, slowly heading across the Atlantic and ultimately traveling past the British Isles. Although its temperatures are not as warm here as they are off Florida, the Gulf Stream still moderates the climate off Western Europe and is said to be the reason why palm trees grow on the southern end of Great Britain.


Author William MacLeish points out that the moving mass of water in the Gulf Stream is not a highway just for sailboats but for fish and turtles as well, carrying them from the tropics to far-off shores such as New England. “Caribbean fish show up in the autumnal sea off Martha’s Vineyard. Southern turtles ride past New England like sleeping commuters gone way beyond their stop. . . . It is clear that many organisms in the Stream are not there by choice and that many of those will eventually drift north to their deaths.” MacLeish also points out that there are species that can live in the Sargasso Sea, the Gulf Stream, and even the cold waters to the north and west. “Some, the opportunists, seem to thrive where warm water and cold wrap around each other.”


In the section of the Gulf Stream north of Cape Hatteras, its warm waters are in stark contrast to the cold ocean along the continental shelf to its north and west. On the Stream’s eastern side is the Sargasso Sea, with its huge mats of free-floating brown seaweed called sargassum. Unlike the Gulf Stream, the Sargasso Sea is largely stationary and is known for a stable air mass that causes sailing vessels to become becalmed in its doldrums. Consequently, most sailors like those on the Sean Seamour II, who are traveling from the U.S. to Europe, avoid going directly through the Sargasso Sea and instead hitch a ride on the Stream and sail just north of Bermuda before heading due east.


The Gulf Stream presents its own set of challenges. Its waters warm the air directly above it, helping to produce a microclimate. Sailors can often see the location of this saltwater river long before they arrive. Low clouds may hover above the Gulf Stream due to rising warm air and water vapor. If the warm air collides with a cold front, violent thunderstorms erupt, with severe localized wind, rain, lightning, and even the occasional waterspout. Yet forecasting when these thunderstorms will occur is difficult, due to the quickness of their formation.


Even worse than the thunderstorms are existing weather systems that intensify above the Gulf Stream when they feed off the warm ocean below. Tropical storms passing over the Stream can explode into full-fledged hurricanes, and sailors are especially wary during the height of hurricane season, in late August and September. In addition, the Gulf Stream is not the place to be caught in a storm, due to the size of the waves that occur there. When winds come out of the northeast, they produce waves surging toward the southwest, and these waves become larger and steeper when they run into the Gulf Stream’s current flowing in the opposite direction. Steep waves suggest breaking waves, and these avalanching combers can cause havoc to boats. Some sailors would rather face a swell twice as big as a cresting wave simply because the swell slides under the boat, while the breaking part of a wave can push the boat down its face and engulf it in the churning water. And if a wave spins a boat completely around so that it comes down the face of a wave bow-first, the ultimate disaster can occur. The vessel can “pitch-pole.” This happens when the bow is buried in the trough and the stern is picked up by the surging sea and hurled over the bow, capsizing the boat in the process.


JP is aware of the advantages and potential dangers of voyaging along the Gulf Stream, which is yet another reason he chose the beginning of May to set sail. He knows he will be well beyond Bermuda by June 1, the start of hurricane season. Several other sailboats are also in the Gulf Stream, making their annual voyage from the Southern U.S. and Caribbean toward the cooler climates of ports from Maryland to Maine.


• • •


That afternoon Ben surprises his crew members with an English custom by serving them tea. A little later, dinner is prepared by Rudy (the men will take turns), and as on the previous day, they take advantage of the fine weather by eating in the open air of the cockpit, which is quite comfortable. It features a seat for the helmsman behind the wheel and cushioned benches for passengers. The hard dodger protects the front of the cockpit from spray. To the rear of the cockpit is a stainless steel arch, home to most of the Sean Seamour II’s passive and active sensors from radar to GPS and NAVTEX, as well as the wind generator used to produce electricity to sustain the electronic system aboard. Just beyond the arch is the canister that contains the six-person Zodiac Bombard offshore life raft. Two lifelines surround the entire perimeter of the boat. The interior of the boat is as comfortable as the cockpit, and elegant, with the gleaming cherrywood that JP selected for the cabin’s trim. From the cockpit, there are three steps down the companionway that lead to the main salon. The chart table and communications center is to starboard, while on the port side is the dining table and wraparound settee. Just aft of the chart table is the galley on the starboard side, followed by the main cabin and the head (bathroom), boasting a bathtub to port.


As the men eat dinner, JP mentions that the latest weather report continues to call for favorable conditions. Rudy can’t remember when he last felt so relaxed. No phone calls, no television, and no schedules. Even the sunset looks as stunning as any he’s ever seen, with shades of pink, red, and orange shining over the dark sea below. A bit later, when it is completely dark, he sees his first phosphorescence. The strange light is caused by the chemical reactions in bioluminescent plankton. Because earlier mariners incorrectly thought the shimmering light was the mineral phosphorus, the term “phosphorescence” is sometimes used for the strange phenomenon of the glowing plankton. Its beauty is enhanced by the waves, moving the plankton and causing its light to be bright one minute and less so the next. Some sailors think the radiant light looks like millions of stars or an aurora borealis; others think it resembles the twinkling lights of a city seen from an airplane. Rudy just thinks it’s beautiful.


The entire trip so far has been magical for Rudy: the dolphins, the changes provided by the Gulf Stream, and now the shimmering sea. Ben and JP have seen these marvels on their prior trips, but observing Rudy’s astonishment makes them feel the wonder anew. The Sean Seamour II is sailing smartly, and in the distance they see the lights of a large ship passing by and the light from a nearby weather buoy.


As the men enjoy the night, Rudy asks JP how he came to own the Sean Seamour II. JP smiles and thinks, Where to begin? He explains that after he crossed the Atlantic in his first boat, the Lou Pantai, he devoted the next couple of years to actively managing his inn in France while increasing its size by six additional guest rooms. It was during this period that he met Mayke, and their relationship blossomed during trips on the Lou Pantai. They eventually replaced the Lou Pantai with the Sean Seamour I, soon to be followed by the larger Sean Seamour II. JP had learned much on his earlier Atlantic crossing and felt the Sean Seamour II—a heavier boat with a center cockpit— would be ideal for his ultimate goal of circumnavigating the globe. The name of the last two vessels was chosen by Mayke and is a play on Jean Pierre’s first name and his love of the sea: “sea” and amour (which means “love” in French).


In 2002 JP and Mayke decided to move the Sean Seamour II from France to the eastern seaboard of America, where they were considering settling down. The couple took the vessel on the first leg of the journey westward through the Mediterranean, then past the Canary Islands, continuing to Cape Verde. Because JP was needed back at the inn, he hired a charter captain to take the vessel the rest of the way to Florida. Later, when time allowed, the couple flew to Florida, where the vessel was moored in Tampa, and they took an extended sail, first voyaging southward through the Florida Keys, then northward through the Intercoastal Waterway to Chesapeake Bay.


On a different trip in 2003, they visited Oriental, North Carolina, and found a house they liked so much they made an offer on it. Mayke, however, was not a U.S. citizen, and to buy a house together would involve loads of paperwork, expense, and time. JP had a plan to solve the problem: They would marry. While Mayke was getting ready for a day of sailing, JP scouted around for a justice of the peace and found one at the Oriental Town Hall. Then he rushed back to Mayke, who was in the shower. “Hurry up and get dressed!” JP hollered. “Come on, we’re getting married.” Mayke liked the idea, and an hour later, in a brief ceremony at the town hall, the two made it official.


Although the house in Oriental was a dream come true, the couple was unable to sell the inn quickly, and as months dragged on without a buyer, they were forced to sell their newly bought North Carolina home.


When the inn finally did sell in 2006, JP and Mayke relocated to a remote hillside hamlet thirty miles north of Saint-Tropez, where they purchased another home. The only thing left to do was to sail the Sean Seamour II back across the Atlantic to its new home in a harbor not far from Saint-Tropez. Both JP and the vessel would then be back at the very place where he first fell in love with the sea.


JP wasn’t sure what he would do next. He had not yet given up his dream of circumnavigation inspired by Robin Lee Graham’s voyage on Dove. He felt a kinship with Graham, a fellow free spirit and nonconformist who wasn’t afraid of hard work or risk. But Graham had done his voyage when he was quite young, and now JP was fifty-seven with a wife and a home that needed much work. He resolved to keep an open mind and let life take its course. Whether or not he made his around-the-world voyage, JP had finally found true happiness with Mayke in their hillside home, and for the first time in his life felt truly content.





CHAPTER FOUR


SPIRITS ARE HIGH


May 4 is another sunny day, but with little wind the crew of the Sean Seamour II relies on the boat’s motor to propel them northward. JP senses a change in the weather pattern and carefully analyzes the latest updates but discerns nothing ominous. As the morning progresses into afternoon, the temperature climbs, and Rudy announces that he’s going for a swim. Ben and JP look at him like he’s lost his mind, but Rudy says he’s serious. JP kills the engine, and the boat comes to a stop.


Rudy dives into the sea from a small platform at the stern of the boat. As he surfaces with water streaming off his gray beard, he shouts, “Come on in!”


JP and Ben smile and shake their heads. Rudy tries again: “The water is like a warm bath!” He’s got a smile from ear to ear; it’s clear he absolutely loves taking a swim so many miles out to sea.
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