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1

October 23, 1987, another dawn—my thirty-seventh alone on the North Atlantic. Around me, the sea is a liquid mountain range of heaving swells, and I’m really scared. The winds and waves have been steadily increasing since yesterday, when they veered from southeast to northeast. Varuna has been knocked mast-down to the water countless times during the night and I haven’t been able to relax, sleep, eat or think about anything other than staying alive. Following now are the biggest waves I’ve ever seen—probably 25 feet. It’s almost winter and I’ve pushed my luck. The weather can only get worse.

“Four feet above, avalanches of white water crash across Varuna’s back, swamping the cockpit. In the cabin, everything that hasn’t been battened down has been thrown off the shelves. Pots, pans, cans and tools clatter together in the lockers. I’m wedged into my bunk, my foot stretched across to the sink to stop me from being thrown around the cabin. There are still 880 miles to go until home. I want to see the Statue of Liberty. I want to take a hot bath and eat something good. I want to see my family. . . .”

I stuffed my logbook onto the shelf behind my head, struggled out of limp long johns and stripped down before beginning the contortions of getting into foul-weather gear—first the overalls, then the jacket. It was useless wearing anything beneath the gear because it would have been stupid to jeopardize the precious dry clothes by wearing them outside, where they’d be soaked in seconds. I fastened the hood around my salty head, which was matted into itchy, sticky clumps of hair and crying out to be washed. Practically the only kind of shower I had been able to provide myself during the last month at sea was the occasional unexpected wave that crashed over me, increasing the sodium level on my skin. There was not a drop of fresh water on board to spare for the luxury of a wash. Even though I sprinkled myself liberally with talcum powder, my skin pinched up from the salt and my bottom was covered with sores from sitting on damp cushions for so many weeks. The cold, salt-encrusted lining of the foul-weather gear rubbed against my naked skin like broken glass, and I had to step into it at least ten times a day.

Crouched on all fours and peering out through the dark blue Plexiglas slats that sealed the companionway, I choreographed my next move and waited for the null moment between waves to lurch into action. OK . . . almost ready . . . ready . . . NOW! Quickly removing the slats, I clambered out to the cockpit and added one more bruise to the scars covering my legs.

“Come on, Tarzoon,” I coaxed my feline buddy, “if you want to come out, now’s your chance.” He blinked up at me from the safety of his corner in the bunk, looking for assurance. Varuna leveled for a moment and Tarzoon leapt through the companionway, sniffing the air and sticking close. “It’s kind of ugly out here,” I confided, snapping the umbilical cord of my safety harness onto the lifelines of the boat and looking up the mast to the sky. No change from yesterday. If anything, it was worse. The wind velocity was gale force and holding between 40 to 50 knots. Rain pocked the water around Varuna, and low-hanging, dark masses canopied us. The last piece of land that these black clouds had shadowed was America, “maybe even New York,” I said aloud, and the thought made the gloom seem almost friendly.

“We are so close, Tarzoon, and I have these feelings, New York feelings.” If we continued on at this speed, we would have about eight more days left; if we dropped back to our average speed until now, it could take another fourteen.

Already I could feel the pulse of New York and could almost smell civilization in the air. I sensed the vibration of the subway and as the ocean mimicked the noise of rattling tracks, imagined being on the Lexington line #6 heading uptown. Soon, God willing, I’d be home. Home, after two and a half years of seeing the four corners of the world from the deck of this little 26-foot sailboat. The gray horizon to the west was full of promise.

Landfalls were not alien to me. I had emerged from the ocean void to stand in awe of the jagged cliffs of the Galápagos, the verdant dream world of South Pacific islands, the cities carved from the rock of Malta. Varuna had shown me a world of physical challenge and jaw-dropping beauty; of ancient cultures; of generosity in the face of unspeakable poverty; a world where a smile is the greatest gift you can give or receive. Out of the past two and a half years, I had spent 360 days alone at sea, pressing ever westward, ever homeward. This final landfall would close the circle, end the dream and begin the most daunting unknown yet.

I squinted into the howling winds, hypnotized, watching every wall of water catch up, lift Varuna’s stern and take us surfing down its crest. With just enough time for me to crouch and hang on, the crest of another thousand-gallon mountain broke and engulfed us. Water rushed up my pants legs and leaked into my hood and down my neck, and slowly the cockpit began to drain as Varuna lurched drunkenly onward. Making the adjustments to the windvane, I took a 360-degree scan of the barren seascape. As far as the eye could see, there was nothing—nothing but angry graybeards marching toward an eternal horizon.

Tarzoon meowed by the companionway, wet and matted, desperate to get inside to safety before the next drenching. Following him below, I peeled off the wet rain gear and turned on the radio. The BBC announced that things were going better in New York since Black Monday, four days before. We had been at 50 degrees longitude then, in the midst of a flat calm, almost two-thirds of the way across the Atlantic. As the announcer described the Wall Street crash, I had been studying my chart, staring at the place where we were now, wondering how it would feel to be here. Now I knew.

Tuning in to Radio France and clutching onto handholds, I stumbled the two steps toward the toilet, which was out of commission. It was always closed up at sea, where I was surrounded by the biggest toilet on earth. I didn’t need the little white pot and transformed its closet into a hanging locker with lines holding everything in. I wrapped the gear over one line as it dripped down on the floor, threw a dirty mop-up rag over the new puddles in the cabin and rearranged the kerosene heater and bottled water. The heater fell over again with the bucking motion, dribbling some fuel, stinking up the small confines and making me dizzy. “More than enough kerosene,” I thought. “Wish it were water. I have only five bottles left. I hope it’ll last.”

Putting my thermal underwear back on, I saw Tarzoon chewing away at the coral fan Olivier had given me to bring home. “Stop it, you little monster!” I reprimanded, taking it away from him for the fiftieth time. It refused to stay in its lashings on the wall and kept tumbling down to my bunk and Tarzoon’s teeth. Picking it up, once again I admired the intricacy of its lacy white fronds, thinking about Olivier and remembering how much he loved to dive in search of shells and underwater life. The fan had come from the San Bias Islands between Colombia and Panama and I remembered that it was one of the first things that I had remarked on in Akka, Olivier’s boat. Here on Varuna with Tarzoon, after nearly circumnavigating the planet, it was disintegrating.

“I wonder what he is doing now,” I said aloud. “If he was able to come to the United States, perhaps he’s at the American consulate, applying for a visa. If he wasn’t able to come . . .” My emotions and energy were already stretched to their limits and I knew better than to risk the torture of negative thoughts. But it was no use. Although I tucked the fan away in the toilet closet, safe from harm, everywhere I looked were reminders of Olivier, the quiet man who had become a part of my life in Vanuatu in the South Pacific. Without him, I knew, I would not be here today.

We were both crying when we kissed each other goodbye and I finally broke away from the little island of Malta, not knowing when or if we’d ever see each other again. Ahead of Varuna was the Mediterranean and then the North Atlantic. Olivier was headed back to his home in Switzerland. Our lives, which had been so closely aligned for so many months as we voyaged together around half the world—he aboard Akka and I aboard Varuna—now seemed filled with uncertainty. Only time would tell.

•   •   •

At sea, the crashing, banging and moaning sounds of a sailboat battling through a storm, however discordant, come together in a symphony of chaos. Any unusual sound or movement that disrupts it immediately stands out—like now. There was a slight knocking noise against Varuna’s hull at the bow and I turned toward the sound. The big jib, saved for lighter winds, was lashed down up forward and was working itself loose with the metal eye at the foot of the sail beginning to bang against the hull with each wave. It had to be retied before it was dragged overboard.

Pulling my gear back on, I crawled outside and clipped the harness onto a jack line as Varuna buried her bow in every wave. “I might as well get this over with right now!” I yelled and barreled forward, splashing through the water on deck, grabbing the rails and the lifelines along the way and viciously stubbing my foot against a chain plate.

“Oh, for Christ’s sake!” I screamed, as another wall of water threw Varuna over on her side and drenched me. My hood blew off and my hair whipped about my face as I reached the pitching foredeck. I held on and began to work free the waterlogged knots in the line, gathered the sail, rolled it up into a wad and relashed it, quickly navigating my way back to the cockpit. At the spray hood, I took a quick check of the horizon, the deck, the rigging and the frothing ocean one last time before dashing inside. When I replaced the slats, the howling din diminished as the radio welcomed me back with Bob Marley’s “Coming In from the Cold.” I sat in a heap on my bunk and glanced at my watch. It was only 9:00 A.M.

The wind continued to cry through the rigging, the same sound as when it keened through the pine trees behind my family’s house when we lived in Vernon. My thoughts drifted back to the days of my childhood, to my parents and to our lives of such confusion that the fury of today’s ocean almost paled by comparison.

Looking at my hands, I smiled to see that they were now more callused than my father’s had ever been during his years of eking out a living doing construction work. The day-to-day dampness at sea had soaked so deeply into the skin that the calluses now peeled off in shriveled white hunks. I thought of how proud my father was going to be; I had finally finished something other than a meal. My father, the collector of experiences, the gifted Swiss artist of boundless energies, had almost sent me to my doom. Although I might have set off on the voyage of his dreams, somewhere along the way, I had created my own.

For better or worse, my life was now woven from a different thread than that of the loved ones to whom I was returning. Very soon, I’d see the differences I had only read about in letters. I’d see my best friend from high school, Rebecca, whose first baby, my goddaughter Kendra, was one and a half years old already and whom I’d never seen. Many of my friends had gone away to college. Three had become heroes in the music world whom I had read and heard about in Newsweek and on the BBC.

Tony, my brother, wasn’t in tenth grade anymore, but in college at Stonybrook. My sister Nina was in her third year at Cornell; and Jade, the youngest, was in her senior year of high school. We had all done our best to correspond and keep in touch by means of tapes and phone calls over the past two and a half years, but as the months passed and as the landfalls became more distant from home, I sensed in the letters and in the rare static-free telephone calls that our lives had diverged more radically than I ever dreamed possible. Did they feel it, too? I wondered if I would ever fit in again.

My life had been a mixed package of wild circumstances until the day Varuna carried me out of New York Harbor at age eighteen. I thought back to that day and recalled the frightened girl I had been, filled with such unbridled visions of the future. Today, I found myself envying her innocence. Now that she had learned the perils of the game, I wondered if she would ever again be brave enough to pay the price for a dream of such dimensions.

My bony knees were outlined through the thin long-john fabric.

Although I was not as skinny as I had been in the Red Sea, I still hadn’t accumulated any insulation. The Red Sea, which separates like a forked serpent’s tongue the continent of Africa from the countries of Asia, had almost finished me with its searing heat and relentless headwinds. Unable to sleep for more than thirty minutes at a time for twenty days as a result of the weather, the sea conditions and a continuously breaking engine, I was overcome with dizziness and fever spells, and my normally 120-pound frame had shrunken to a skeletal 105 by the time Varuna arrived in Egypt. I hadn’t regained enough strength before setting out through the Mediterranean, and had paid the price by almost losing my boat and my life 200 miles off the coast of Spain, with only a brief respite in Gibraltar before heading across the Atlantic. I had no choice. The deadline was bearing down like a grizzly after a field mouse and I had to carry on.

The New York I was coming home to could never be the same as the one I had left at eighteen, but the names still felt as alive as nerve endings, and the sounds of them on my lips as we got closer were like a soothing mantra. Greenwich Village. TriBeCa. SoHo. Memories of home became clearer as the final miles ticked into Varuna’s trailing taffrail log. I envisioned the West Village, its cobblestone streets lined with little brownstones adorned with balustrades and gargoyles, surrounded by carriage houses, gardens, churches and parks. I remembered the artists popping out of the woodwork on Memorial Day and Labor Day weekends for the Village art show, and homosexuals with their erotic shops and bars, with names like The Pink Pussycat Boutique, the Ramrod or The Anvil.

My family lives in SoHo, three blocks down from Washington Square Park and, to my adolescent mind, the center of what was important on the planet. I pictured the East Village, run down and abused by generations of social movements, drug addicts, gangs, bohemians and people outdoing each other in outrageousness. There were always freaks like the Sadomasochist with safety pins pinning his nipples and bottles through his ears and the Candyman, an eerie giant on roller skates with bushy carrot-red hair and a black top hat, always surrounded by young girls receiving his free hallucinogenic candies. There was the Purple Man riding around on his old rusty purple bicycle, making his own personal statement against capitalism by handing out newsletters with the telephone credit card numbers of major corporations. There were the Hare Krishnas, floating by in an orange cloud, crashing their cymbals, jingling and chanting. Young Puerto Rican gangs, dressed to kill, prowled the streets. Pimps slapped their whores around and drunks lay in heaps across the street, snoring and clutching onto their ever-present bottles of Thunderbird. There were musicians crooning on one corner and jugglers on the next. On the remaining corners were junkies, hippies and dreads whispering: “Smokes, ’ludes, trips, anything you need,” and sometimes, “I’ll take checks and credit cards.”

The East Village was a tangled chain of tenements, squats, soup kitchens, correctional facilities and graffiti. Dark thrift shops, murky check-cashing joints, head shops, off-the-wall clothing shops, pawnshops and herb gates were monitored by the silent old people who had already lived through it all.

And, finally, haunting the bars and the clubs of the concrete jungle were the punks and street kids, the group to which I belonged as a teenager. In the East Village, everyone had a label; everyone fit in somewhere, no questions asked. I had a label then. What would it be now?

•   •   •

Tarzoon rubbed his nose against my face and I was brought quickly back to the present as Varuna canted downwind. “How’s my little buddy?” I asked, taking him in my arms and scratching his belly. His purrs warmed my heart. I reached up to the swinging net over my head and pulled out the bags of pumpkin seeds and cat treats. The little hammock, a present given to me in Bermuda, my very first landfall, contained vegetables, snacks, odds and ends. When I first hung it across the cabin, it had been a brilliant white, but now it was gray, hanging by its last threads as if waiting for me to get home before retiring.

My mind was spinning, more from the pressure of homecoming and new beginnings than from fear of the surrounding storm. For thirty months and 27,000 miles, there had been no uncertainty about the future. Every day, my objective had been clear—to head westward, to return home. For every storm, every calm, every emotional low and high, the one thing I could always count on was that eventually it would become a memory. Today, my mind was riveted on the future. The most daunting landfall of all lay ahead, on that horizon to the west. I was returning to a home that could never be the same as the one to which I said goodbye a lifetime ago.
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There have always been people who called my father crazy. We never thought so. Why walk when you can run? he’d say. Why be inside when you could be out? Why stay home balancing your checkbook when you could be off riding a camel to Timbuktu, or climbing Mont Blanc, or driving a Land Rover across Africa? His dreams for himself and for us were all we wanted to hear when we were growing up. The world through his eyes was full of excitement and promise, of taking risks and landing on your feet, always with another great story to tell.

I remember one cold winter day, when I was eight, just before my mother entered the sanitarium in Switzerland, my father took us on one of his walks across the pastures near our house in Vernon, New Jersey. You need fresh air to think, he’d say with his Swiss-German accent, flinging wide the front door and barreling down the walkway. “I have to breathe.”

Usually, we would have to run to keep up as he pondered and pontificated, waving his arms through the air like a mad conductor as he tried to sort out the chaos that was our lives in those days. With his blue eyes ablaze, his dark hair firing madly out of his head and the cold air turning his breath into clouds of steam as he plowed along, he was raw energy personified.

“Tania,” he said, stopping to study a wire fence in our path, “come here, please, and grab this fence.”

I obeyed and grabbed the fence, receiving a jolt to the chest that almost knocked me off my feet. My father laughed so hard that he had to sit down. It was an electric cow fence.

“Schnibel-puff,” he said, calling me by his favorite nickname as I glared at him, “sometimes, you only learn things in this world the hard way.”

Not long after that day, events took a turn and, it seemed, nothing was ever the same again. It would take ten years, until I was eighteen years old and about to set off alone around the world on Varuna, before I would begin to know just how right my father was.

•   •   •

The wind was blowing up a stink across the docks of the South Street Seaport beneath the towering glass monoliths of Wall Street in Manhattan. I tried to take a last glimpse of my family and etch their faces and this moment into my memory. It was four o’clock, May 28, 1985, and my adventure was about to begin.

“Are you ready?” my brother Tony and my father hollered in unison from the dock.

On Varuna, I hunched up in my foul-weather gear, squinting through the drizzle, and tried to hide my tears.

“Tania, are you ready?” my father called again. My head was spinning and words were lodged in my throat.

“Yeah. Yeah, I’m ready,” I finally called back.

The dock lines thumped on deck as Tony pushed the boat clear and screamed, “Have fun, little sister! And be careful.”

Varuna’s engine putted away. I pushed the tiller and maneuvered, without mishap, out of the Seaport, where I had spent my last precious minutes at home. Peering through the mist, I looked for the boat that my father had chartered to lead me out of the Seaport to Sandy Hook, 20 miles away. Yes, I could see it ahead and altered to its course. Also, there was another boat following, UBS, a big Swiss racing sailboat, which had taken a bunch of people on board to wish me bon voyage. Waving from the deck were my mother; Tony; my sisters, Nina and Jade, and all my friends. They stayed close by for about a mile and then, for the last time, we called good byes and I Love You’s back and forth, and UBS slowed and turned away. Trembling, I watched through streams of tears as the distance between us grew and they disappeared in the fog. Oh God. This is real. I began to shake violently. “What the hell am I doing?” I screamed at the water. “I don’t want to go. I want to go back home. Oh my God!”

My father’s voice crackled in over my little VHF hand-held radio. “How are you doing?” he asked from the fishing boat just ahead.

“I’m wet and cold,” I blubbered into the radio, unwilling to admit that I had never been so scared in my life.

“You’re going to be fine,” he said. “Hang in there.”

•   •   •

That morning, I had awakened with Nina on Varuna to be picked up by a limousine and whisked off to the NBC studios to talk to Jane Pauley on the “Today” show, one of the five or six TV shows and newspapers that my father had called to tell of my departure. Between the bright lights in my eyes and the worry about my impending trip, I had been a nervous wreck.


    
    

	JANE:

	Wow, this is incredible. How are you going to handle the big waves and the boat on the ocean all by yourself. You’re only eighteen! What if you get into a storm? I’m going to do my best to convince you not to go.




	ME:

	It’s too late. I’m leaving this afternoon at four o’clock.




	JANE:

	But aren’t you scared?




	ME:

	Well, yeah, I guess so.




	JANE:

	What makes you think you can do this?




	ME:

	I dunno. A whole lot of other ninnies have already done it. I guess I can do it.





Later that morning, I watched my television debut on a friend’s VCR and cringed when I saw myself squinting into the lights; my gestures appeared epileptic. And those answers! I sounded like a stupid child parroting the reasoning of her father. It was no wonder Jane Pauley had tried to talk me out of going.

•   •   •

Everywhere I looked—the sky, the water, the air—was a sooty gray. The dampness was piercing and I pulled the sleeves of my jacket down over my hands as rain poured out of the sky in buckets. “Tania, look. Even New York is crying because you are leaving,” a friend had said as I pulled away from the Seaport dock. I looked at the chart of the harbor inside the oversized Ziploc plastic bag in front of me, but had no idea of my position in relation to it. I concentrated on the vague form of the boat ahead. On both sides, Varuna was crossing paths with the immense rumbling hulks of all the liners, tugs and tankers traveling through and anchored in the harbor. As the fog thickened, every so often one of their horns would blast its Morse signal to warn the passing boats. Suddenly, through the patter of the rain, I heard Varuna’s engine cough and falter. Put, put, put . . . put . . . put. . . . Our speed decreased by half. I watched with a growing panic as the boat carrying my father was swallowed into the mist ahead.

My range of vision was a foggy perimeter of 100 feet. I grabbed the little hand-held VHF radio and steered Varuna on the same heading as when I lost sight of them. “Daddy, Daddy. This is Varuna,” I called, over and over, beginning to cry again. “Can you hear me? Daddy, this is Varuna, come in please.” Finally, they came back and I screamed, “The engine is broken again. What should I do?”

“You know the problem is in the fuel line,” my father called, “and I showed you how to bleed the system. Come on now, you have a sailboat. You don’t even need an engine. Put up those sails and let’s go.”

Gasping and hiccuping, I turned the boat into the wind, found the jib halyard, wrapped it around a winch, pulled it up and cleated it off as the sail flapped noisily. Heading Varuna downwind, I trimmed in the slatting sail until it filled with wind and we took off. This was the first time in my life that I had sailed a boat all by myself.

•   •   •

That morning, I had gone to say goodbye to Jeri, promising her I’d be back. I gazed around at the familiar space of her TriBeCa loft, which had been my home since my father had kicked me out of the house two years before. I climbed up to the cozy platform she had built for me over our walk-in closet, and hugged her cats, Bumblebee and Bula. Bumblebee put her nose up in the air, delicately licked my face and pranced off. Bula scratched and hissed at me for the last time. I took mental snapshots, trying to savor for the last time every essence that was New York.

When we arrived at the boat, journalists, TV cameras and microphones came swooping down on us. Once again, my responses to their questions were awkward monosyllables. I just didn’t really want to go to college, I said. This seems like a great way to see the world and write about what I see. Yes, my father bought the boat in lieu of college tuition, but he’s only letting me borrow it; I’m going to pay him back and support myself along the way by writing articles for Cruising World, a sailing magazine. No, I’ve never handled a boat by myself before, I stammered, but I have a lot of books and did take a course in celestial navigation. Why am I doing it?

“I dunno . . . why not?” I said, with a nervous laugh. The journalists all looked at me as if I were nuts.

On board Varuna were last-minute presents and mementos tucked into every corner by well-wishers. There was an apple pie and a doll from my mother, homemade soups, chocolate chip cookies, green apples, sacks of books, a harmonica, Fat Freddy’s Cat cartoons, a flute, letters and little packages marked to be opened at milestone points of the trip.

I shivered and sweated, looking for Jeri. She was standing inconspicuously behind the crowd. I ran to hug her and she held me close. I couldn’t begin to express what I wanted to say to this generous lady who had helped me so much over the hurdles of the past two years. Crying uncontrollably, I kissed her goodbye. “Tania.” she said, crying, “for me, you will always be my daughter. I love you. Be careful and always follow your heart.”

I looked around. There was my mother, standing straight, trying to answer the reporters’ questions, insisting to everybody how proud she was. I was in a daze. What do I do now? Is it time to go? There were Christian and Fritz, two of my family’s closest friends, both artists—one a Yugoslavian and the other a Swiss—who, along with Jeri, had been surrogate parents to us for as long as I could remember. Christian put his hand on my shoulder. “Now be careful,” he said, trying to be happy. “We want you to come back home.” Fritz pounded me on the back, then hugged me, “See you in two years, little one,” he said. “Take care of yourself.”

I climbed over Varuna’s lifelines into the cockpit and through the companionway into my home—home for the next two years. Putting on my foul-weather gear, I took a deep breath, went back up into the cockpit and feebly waved for the last time to all those who couldn’t come on the UBS.

Four hours of sailing later, with my hand numb on the tiller, Varuna was threading her way through a barrier of fish traps and rounding the bend into Horseshoe Cove at Sandy Hook where I was to spend the night, get organized and gather my thoughts before setting out to sea. My father coached me from the fishing boat in anchoring Varuna under sail, another first. The engine still had a little sputter left and therefore a small influence on headway. I dropped the jib, ran up forward, disengaged the brake on the anchor windlass and let the anchor and chain slide out. Varuna backed up sideways to the wind, just as she was supposed to, before reaching the end of the anchor rode. But then she kept on sliding back, headed for the beach, still with a broadside breeze.

“Daddy!” I shrieked. “Help me! The anchor isn’t holding! I’m going aground!” The fishing boat quickly maneuvered itself into a position next to me. My father jumped onto Varuna, grabbed the chain and effortlessly pulled it back up.

“You didn’t let out enough chain, Tania. My God, you let out only five feet when you can see that there is fifteen feet of water here. You know better than that.” He was right. The chain hadn’t even touched the ground.

“You’re on your own now. Get some rest. Everything will seem fine after you sleep. Look how frazzled you are. I know that you are able to at least anchor a boat. Just get some sleep and call me on the radio before you leave. Goodbye, my daughter. Lots of strength and courage to you. I know you can do it. Now, show everybody else.”

“No, Daddy, wait!” I cried. “Please stay with me a little while longer. I don’t want to be alone yet.”

“No,” he replied, “the longer I stay, the harder it will get.” He boarded the fishing boat, they pulled away and we waved until they were swallowed into the mist. Dazed and petrified, I was alone.

I climbed down in the cabin, found a pack of cigarettes and lit one with trembling hands. What was to become of me? Suddenly my future seemed as complicated as the pilot charts that were strewn about the cabin. My father and I had pored over them as he showed me how to decipher the curling lines, circles and symbols that covered the oceans of the world like hieroglyphics. Those symbols were a finger on the pulse of the sea. With them, I could second-guess her moods at certain times of the year, figure out the monthly averages of her currents, her prevailing winds, wave habits, probabilities of storms. From the pilot charts, I already knew more about the sea than I thought I would ever know about myself.

I tried to imagine all the exotic people I was going to meet and the wonderful things I would see in those places where Varuna was about to take me—Bermuda, the sun-drenched islands of the Caribbean, the Panama Canal, the prehistoric beauty of the Galápagos, Gauguin’s paradisiacal South Pacific, my Shangri-la in Sri Lanka, the Seychelles, St. Helena and carnival in Brazil. Until today, those names had just been pushpins on the map of my brain. One by one, they were about to become my realities.

•   •   •

In 1983, two years before my departure day, I had never even set foot on a sailboat. We all liked to tease that it was my father’s midlife crisis that set in motion the series of events that would change our family—and especially me—forever. After his forty-fifth birthday, his mind had started to work overtime and he began a period of constant worry. What had he done with his life? he asked himself. Was he enjoying it all? Was he missing out on something? He slowly lost interest in his artwork and seldom sat down at his drawing board anymore. When he did, it was to doodle wild-eyed monsters with exaggerated genitalia. His days were spent either worrying about the comings and goings of teenagers or maintaining his real estate. Rents from the buildings he owned had made him financially independent; he no longer had to sell his paintings to make a living and, in his eyes, there were no more emotional Everests to climb. He had time to think, to look at his life. He didn’t like what he saw.

One day, while sitting on the toilet at Christian’s house and flipping through a sailing magazine, he suddenly came upon the solution. Within a month, he had taken a mail-order course in celestial navigation, flown to Florida for a one-week learn-to-sail course and headed off to England to buy a 38-foot sailboat, Pathfinder of Percuil.

His plan was ambitious. With his children as crew, he would sail the boat from England to the Canary Islands by way of Spain, Portugal and Morocco. Then, with some friends, he would take her across the Atlantic to the Caribbean and then up the East Coast to New York. It was to be a real family adventure. At first, he was reluctant to have me along, fearing that the potential for arguments between us was too great within the confines of a 38-foot sailboat. But finally, his girlfriend, Jeri, convinced him that it was just the thing the two of us needed to repair our relationship, which had been severed when I was fifteen.

Sailing is an activity that can take years to master before heading off into the wild blue yonder. My father was itchy to get going, so instead, we had three days. He figured that whatever we didn’t learn from Pathfinder’s previous owner, we’d learn as we went along. Those three days were a blur of sailing practice and man-overboard drills, where we learned the basic workings of the boat, how to raise and lower the sails with all the different spaghettis of lines, how the wheel or tiller is used to steer. The hardest concept to grasp was how the boat uses the wind to move forward. No matter how many times and ways it was explained to us, it wasn’t until later on, as we crossed the Atlantic, that it all began to sink in. Only my little brother Tony, with his mathematician’s mind, managed to grasp immediately the aerodynamic principles. With just a tiny glimmer of understanding, this lone hyperactive adult and three of his children sailed past the heads of Cornwall and out to sea.

The next month took us to Vigo and Bayona in Spain; Lisbon, Portugal; Casablanca and finally to the Canary Islands. Seeing a new side of Europe was thrilling, but the real excitement for us was life at sea aboard Pathfinder. She was a kind and patient teacher, taking our clumsy handling in stride. We brutalized her every time we tacked; we manhandled the wheel, and sent the boom and sails flying across the cockpit to bash over to the other side, sending shudders through the rigging. We overtrimmed the sails and she’d heel so far onto her side that the roiling sea would come sloshing over the deck. We’d scream and uncleat all the sails in a panic, the sheets would whir through the mainsheet block and she’d round upright again, in irons, ready for the next exercise, while we tore around like the Keystone Cops trying to figure out what we were doing wrong. My father spent the lion’s share of his time down below in the cabin, fiddling around with the navigation equipment, trying to figure out exactly where we were, while Tony, Jade and I rotated watches, trying to keep Pathfinder on course.

Aboard this forgiving boat, we became a closely knit team. Slowly and surely, we learned every nuance of her motions, separating her strong points from her weak ones. Aboard her, we all worked together with the sea and the wind to reach a goal and, for the first time in years, we took the time to get to know each other.

My father was right about one thing—sailing was special. Thoughts became clearer and simpler at sea, uncluttered by the pressures of responsibilities and familiar habits. It was easy to be happy. And during the night watch, my favorite time, the inky darkness of the sky would be lit by a twinkling mantle of stars; the boat would jog rhythmically through the sea swells, and sometimes, if I struck it lucky, pailfuls of phosphorescence sparked like fireflies in Pathfinder’s wake. It was during these times that my father and I slowly began to bandage the wounds of our past and know each other again.

We left Pathfinder in the Canary Islands for the winter and returned to New York—my father, Tony and Jade to their house and I, once again, home to Jeri. But this time, things were different. I had plans. I wanted to work for a few months in the city and make enough money to join Nina, Fritz, my father and Pathfinder for the 2,800-mile trip across the Atlantic.

I took a job in Manhattan as a bicycle messenger. Every day at eight in the morning, I jumped on my ten-speed and headed into the world of rush hours, elevators, crowded streets, traffic jams and outraged taxi drivers, delivering envelopes back and forth across the metropolis of New York City. Whatever the cons were in handling a bike through the mainstream of Manhattan’s business day, the pros outweighed them. There were no fixed wages and no fixed hours. The faster I pedaled, the more money I made. It got so that I could get across the city in eleven and a half minutes flat and deliver an average of twenty messages a day.

Fritz had never been on a sailboat before, and both he and Nina were afraid of the water, so it was with a different sense of adventure that the four of us left the Canary Islands for the Caribbean two months later. On November 24, 1983, we bid farewell to the last piece of land for 2,776 miles and twenty-eight days.

Somewhere in the mid-Atlantic—I’m not sure where—a plan hatched in my father’s head. He was apprehensive about our arrival home, fearing that I’d fall back in with old friends and bad habits. Aimlessness is a condition unthinkable to Ernst Aebi, a man true to his Swiss-German background who must either have a clear plan or be changing a plan at all times. For my father, living with someone without a plan is just about as bad as not having one himself. The closer we got to New York, the more it gnawed at him. Sitting back in the cockpit one evening, as he watched the sunset over a glass of brandy, he blurted it out.

“Tania, you know you must start to make some decisions about your future,” he started. Oh, here we go, I thought. This was beginning to become a familiar conversation-opener. “OK, you don’t want to go to college, but you still have to do something with your life.” Although I sighed with exasperation, the trouble was that I knew he was right. I did have to do something, and, in truth, I had been giving it some thought. It was just that no great inspirations had come to mind.

“I’m going to go back to being a messenger for a while and then decide. Don’t worry about it, Daddy.”

“What do you mean? I am your father and I have been worrying about it. Anyway, I’ve come up with an idea.”

“I really don’t want to hear it,” I said, in no mood for an argument.

“How about . . . if you sail around the world . . .” he was talking and conjuring at the same time, a dangerous thing. “How about if you sail around the world, and I’ll buy the boat. I’ll buy the boat and you can use it for the trip. I mean, I’d have to spend the money on tuition anyway if you went to college. You obviously have no intention of going to college, right?

“You mean to tell me you’d give me a boat?”

“Ernst, you mean you’d give her a boat?” echoed Fritz, looking up from his own brandy.

“Well, let’s say I’d let you borrow a boat, but you’d have to be resourceful and support yourself along the way.”

“You’re kidding me,” I said.

“Yah,” said Fritz, “and then Nina could cross Siberia on crutches, right?”

“Don’t be narrow-minded, Fritz,” answered my father. “You’re too much of a chicken to even jump in the water. Tania would even be able to write articles about the trip to support herself, especially since she has always liked writing. This way, she could begin some sort of career with a bang.”

This didn’t sound half bad to me. I had loved sailing on Pathfinder and thought how great it would be to sail to all kinds of exotic places, have my friends from New York join me along the way as crew and meet tons of interesting people.

“Not bad,” I said.

My father took another sip from his brandy. “But, to make it really something, though, you’d have to do it alone. . . .”

“Whaddaya mean—alone?”

“I mean alone. Singlehanded. To make it really interesting you’d have to go around the world singlehanded. What do you think, that I’m going to buy you a boat for pleasure? No way. This would be a job.”

“Alone? ME? That’s nuts. Forget it.” I stopped listening. The idea no longer held any appeal.

“Ernst Aebi,” interrupted Fritz, “you are a crazy Schweizer. You know Tania. She could get herself killed.” But my father was like a dog with a bone.

•   •   •

After a respite in the Caribbean, except for one knock-down, drag-out storm, our grand finale leg up the East Coast home to New York was an uneventful passage of a combined 1,700 miles in twenty-one days. There was plenty of time to reflect while still on the ocean. My plans for the future were modest. Whenever anyone had ever asked me what I wanted to do with my life, I had always said, “I want to travel around the world and see as much as I can.” I had entertained visions of working as a messenger and saving up enough money to make that goal come true. My father’s tales of his wanderings all over Europe and Asia when he was twenty years old had made me dream.

But going around the world on a sailboat alone, what kind of an idea was that? I was only seventeen. We had only sailed Pathfinder on three passages and I didn’t even know how to sail a boat by myself. Anyway, how would I learn everything? Celestial navigation? Electronics? Coastal navigation? Heavy-weather sailing? Mechanical repairs? Meteorology? The list was endless. I didn’t even know how to drive a car.

“You wouldn’t have to learn it all at once,” my father replied to these qualms. “Sailing is based on common sense and you’ll learn very quickly once you start.”

“But, Daddy, going out to sea all alone? How could I possibly handle everything on a boat all by myself?”

“It’s easy, I’m telling you. You can read my books. Don’t worry about the little things. They will take care of themselves. Think big! Think about the world that you will see. Think about sailing your own pretty little boat into an exotic foreign port and seeing it in a way that no Mickey Mouse tourist in a bubble-topped bus will ever see it. And this would be your job. That’s the beauty of the plan. It would be your job to pay for the trip by being a writer. Writers need something to write about, right?”

“I guess so, but what if . . .”

“Yah. Yah. If my grandmother had wheels, she’d be a bus.”

I let him talk. Crazy as it sounded, the more he talked and the closer we got to New York, the more the plan began to grow on me.

When we got back home, I went to visit my mother in Switzerland for two months and enrolled in a summer course at the University of Lausanne. People my age came from all over Europe to improve their French and make new friends. It seemed as if everyone I met had solid plans. They were continuing school or entering apprenticeships or going into family businesses or traveling for the summer before starting jobs. I felt like a tumbleweed. Except for this loco idea of sailing alone around the world, I had no ties to the future.

One evening, I put the idea forward to my mother and she surprised me with her support. By then, she knew that life wasn’t blessing her with endless amounts of time and she philosophized, “Don’t be scared of what may eventually happen. Live for the day, Tania, and always try to do great things.”

The next time one of my classmates asked me what I was going to do once school was over, I hesitated, “I’m planning . . . to go around the world, alone, on a sailboat.” I gave a nervous laugh. The push was on.

•   •   •

It was dark by the time I came out of my reverie and I began to feel a bit embarrassed over the earlier anchoring procedure. Hoping no one had been around to witness it, I peeked out the companionway. Another sailboat had come in and anchored next door, but I didn’t feel like talking to anybody and ducked back below, staring through a porthole. Preparing my bed, a narrow bunk that stretched from the sink to a cubbyhole under the cockpit on the port side of the boat, I wiggled my way into my sleeping bag and after a few more tears for the loved ones and the life being left behind, fell into a deep sleep.

“Hello, are you awake in there?” The next morning I awoke to a man’s voice and the sound of a dinghy circling Varuna and clambered outside.

“Hi. I’m awake.”

“Could you use some breakfast?” asked the man in the dinghy. He didn’t have to ask twice. I jumped in and we motored over to his boat to join his girlfriend for bran flakes, fresh strawberries, herbal tea and honey while they told me, “Hey, we saw you on TV last night. But, we figured you needed some sleep, so we didn’t bother you.” After an hour, I left my first friends of the trip and watched them sail out of the cove.

“Good luck, Tania! Good luck!” they called, sailing away.

“Thanks!” I called back. “I’m going to need it!” Good luck—that was practically all I had heard during the past few months.

I went back down below and reread all the letters of best wishes and examined presents that became Varuna’s first assortment of decorations. My mother had given me a Chinese doll she picked up in Chinatown on the way down to see me off. She had made my favorite apple pie and wrapped it in plastic wrap with a paper heart taped on top. I held the little doll in my hand, wondering if my mother would be there to welcome me home when I finished the voyage and thinking about her face as she said goodbye. We had said goodbye many times before, but this time we both knew it was different. I broke down again, but not for myself. My future was as limitless as this morning’s horizon. The tears were for the cage of my mother’s reality, for people born under the wrong star and for whom life can be so unfair. “I am doing this trip for you, too, Mommy,” I said aloud. “I want to help you dream, and give you something to hope for.”

Lost in thought, I organized all my belongings and cleaned up the boat, finding a bagful of wrapped gifts from Tony, Nina, Jade and my father, with tags telling me when to open them: “Congratulations on crossing the equator,” said one. “Happy Birthday” said another. Others said, “Merry Christmas” and “To be opened 300 miles from Australia.” I shook them and held them up to the light, finally stowing them in a safe, waterproof area. Then I found the sealed envelope from my mother. It was thick; there was something of a strange texture inside and, in large, gangly printing it said simply: “To be opened in the middle of the ocean.” I quickly put the envelope away, deciding to save it for a special occasion.

Back to business, I tasted all the donated foods and threw out what wouldn’t keep. Tiny though it might be, this was my first home. For the first time in my life, I was completely on my own. So many things were about to happen. I inhaled deeply, counted to ten, exhaled slowly to calm myself, and offered a silent prayer: “I’m scared, God. Be good to me, please. I’m off to see your beautiful world.”

I bled the fuel system, listened to the engine purr for half an hour, finished cleaning up and slept one more night. In the morning, I called my father for the last time from America.

“Good luck, Tania,” he said. “This morning I listened to the weather report and everything is A-one perfect.”

On the first of June, under a clear sky, I turned on the engine and headed Varuna’s bow out into the blue unknown. A U.S. Coast Guard whirlybird hovered overhead, and a man leaned out to wave, screaming, “GOOD LUCK!” I squinted up into the sunshine and waved back. “Thanks,” I called. “See you in a couple of years!” Behind me, the towers of the World Trade Center shrank in the distance and began to disappear beneath the horizon.

Two hours under way and about 10 miles into the shipping lanes, Varuna’s engine faltered again. “Oh well,” I said to myself. “I have a sailboat. I’ll sail.” Finding the mainsail and jib halyards—one red-striped and the other black to avoid confusion—I pulled up the sails and felt them fill. Varuna gently heeled over, baring the starboard side of her maroon hull, and began to glide along in rhythm with the sea and wind. Perfect. We were on a beam reach, with the wind perpendicular to the boat, the point of sail at which any sailboat makes its best performance. The boom was sheeted in and she pranced along like a filly.

Varuna could be steered by an electric autopilot, adjustable to course changes. Without the engine, energy had to be conserved or the batteries would be drained within two days. Disengaging the power-hungry autopilot, I decided it would be better to figure out how to use my new Monitor wind-vane self-steering gear while the weather was still fine. Rather than running on electricity like the autopilot, the Monitor had a rudder attached to gears connected to the tiller by a block-and-tackle system. From the stern, it steered the boat with wind power. A wooden-paddle wind vane was set into a position determined by the relative direction of the wind and a compass course.

Although I knew the general concept, I had never used the piece of equipment before now, so I fiddled and adjusted the vane fractions of an inch in different directions. The fiddling made Varuna swing in wild deviations from the proper course until, finally, I began to figure it out. The Monitor was of the same system and similar design to the self-steering mechanism on Pathfinder. Already, it was clear how little attention I had paid aboard Pathfinder. It had been so easy to let my father do everything, to claim ignorance or to half-listen. From now on, there would be no such thing as excuses. The outcome of every situation would depend on my ability to cope.

With a gust of wind, Varuna suddenly tilted over at a 15-degree angle, sliding me to the other side of the cockpit, where my elbow banged against the winch. “Ouch!” I cried, rubbing the bruise. “Varuna is nothing like Pathfinder. She’s so tiny.” I couldn’t remember ever having been this close to the water on a boat. Today was the first time that Varuna had ever been out of sight of land, and this little cockleshell was as untested as I.

Varuna was named for the Hindu goddess of the cosmos. She was a graceful 26-foot sloop and I was beginning to feel her spirit. Already thinking of Varuna and me as “us,” I felt we were a couple and, as a couple, we’d have to forgive each other our shortcomings and help each other to learn. Continuing to fuss over the Monitor, I reflected on our search for the perfect boat for the trip.

My father and I had pored over the classified listings in sailing magazines for secondhand boats. The possibilities were narrowed down to anything between 20 and 30 feet that seemed seaworthy. I wasn’t the world’s most proficient mariner, and a smaller boat would help me learn more easily than a larger one. If problems arose on a small boat, we figured, they would be small problems. I would have to pull up small sails, and fix small leaks. My father even equipped Varuna with a mini tool kit with all sorts of miniature tools he had picked up at the bargain stands on Canal Street. Although they seemed perfectly adequate at the time, they were destined to corrode, disintegrate and be jettisoned one by one, within a month or two of my departure.

In October 1984, I had driven with my father and Christian down to the Annapolis Boat Show in Maryland. If we couldn’t find a used boat, we’d have to try and find a good new boat. I had never been to a boat show and, although I eagerly explored every last display, nothing made my heart skip. I knew that I would instantly recognize the right boat when I saw her.

We had gone to the show not only to find a boat, but also with the hope of selling an article I had written about our voyage on Pathfinder to Cruising World, a reputable sailing magazine. They accepted it and, after some discussion, a verbal agreement was reached that they would publish the writings chronicling my voyage. But, in order to write those articles, I had to find a boat.

On the last day of the show, hidden among the hundreds of flashy boats on display, we found the Contessa 26 built by the Canadian company, J. J. Taylor. My father thumped around up on deck, checking to be sure the superstructure wouldn’t flex under pressure. Christian knocked away on the hull, feeling the thickness of the fiberglass. I sat down below in the compact cocoon of the cabin, looked around and heard myself say, “I think this is the one.”

She felt more right than any other boat had up until that point, and after several days of thinking it over, we went to Canada to visit the factory, a common thing to do before purchasing a boat. Satisfied with the diligence of the builders, at the end of the day my father and I sat with the president and a salesman who had sailed his own Contessa 32 around the world. They all looked at me. Say yes now and there would be no turning back. “Well, here goes,” I thought, and sealed my fate.

•   •   •

I watched a tanker on my reciprocal course, probably heading toward New York Harbor. The sun was shining and the water was emerald green. Twenty miles down, 730 to go. I thought about how to read the barometer. “Does bad weather make a barometer go up or down,” I wondered. “Up? Yes. No, down. I think.” I glanced down through the companionway to the bulkhead over the sink where the barometer was mounted, and gasped. There was water sloshing all over the floor of the cabin!

“Oh my God,” I screamed, “we’re sinking!” I jumped below, trying to trace the leak and threw open the cabinet behind which were the sea cocks and valves for the sink. “Daddy always said to check the sea cocks first,” I said aloud, remembering how he showed me where the cut-off valves were stationed, wherever intake and discharge holes passed through the hull of the boat—at the sink, at the toilet, in the engine compartment and in the bilge. A broken sea cock could sink Varuna in minutes.

His words rang in my ears as I located the two sea cocks under the sink. Miraculously, they seemed dry. Then I noticed a rivulet of water trickling from above, behind an upper locker, and pulled it open. Inside was one of the steel struts onto which were bolted the chain plates that passed through the deck. Chain plates were the hull attachment points for the rigging; they held up the mast and sustained a great deal of pressure. It was one of the six chain plates at deck level that was leaking; it was not an underwater problem and, therefore, not life-threatening.

“Elementary, my dear Watson,” I pronounced with a sigh of relief.

In the last two weeks of preparations, my father had kept on bringing bags of different tools down to the boat—most of whose functions mystified me: caulkings, rivets, electrical tapes, glues and all sorts of synthetic troubleshooting materials. They always landed with a thump in the cockpit as he ran off to do more shopping. I was left to sort them out and, with a million and one other things to do, just dumped the bags into any free space available, figuring they would be pulled out and organized when I had some free time.

With feet up in the air, and one hand holding on to prevent me from falling headfirst into the locker, I dragged out the underwater epoxy and remembered my father tossing it to me saying, “Hey, Tania, here’s something that I’ve never seen before—an epoxy that cures underwater. It might come in handy.” I opened up the two components, mixed them together, ruining my first spoon of many, and went up on deck to slather it around the base of the chain plate. It molded like so much Silly Putty and hardened; finally the leak dribbled to a stop.

To celebrate my first evening at sea, dinner was spaghetti with pesto, one of the buckets of food donated by friends. I inaugurated my new pressure cooker, boiled up some water from Varuna’s tanks and threw in the pasta. The weather was calm; my first sunset was flashing brilliant, burnt-red shards of color across the sky and an occasional tanker meandered across the horizon. I shoveled a couple of forkfuls into my mouth, swallowed and immediately retched. What now? I thought, spitting out the last bits of pasta. Then it dawned on me. “Oh no. It can’t be.” I checked my water supply at the sink tap and moaned. It was true. The brand-new water tanks were contaminated with fiberglass from the factory and my entire water supply was useless. The only consolation was that I had brought aboard a supply of bottled mineral water, as well as sealed boxes of juice and soy milk. Making a mental tally of the potable liquid aboard, I figured that with rationing, it was possible to make do.

The following morning the barometer had fallen from 1020 millibars to 1005; a low-pressure system was approaching and I began to prepare myself for the first storm of the trip. It started quietly with puffs of wind coming from random directions. By 8:00 A.M., the sky had darkened and the wind piped up, bringing with it an icy chill. Putting on my foul-weather gear, I stuffed my hair into the hood, zipped up the jacket and went outside into the cockpit to wait. By 10:00 A.M., a full-fledged gale arrived, knocking Varuna all the way over on her side and keeping her there for the duration of the storm.

Squall line after squall line thundered over us, spitting out bolts of lightning. Varuna was lifted to the top of every boiling crest and then was sent careening down to the trough. I hunched in the cockpit, transfixed and petrified. As every dark cloud approached, the wind picked up and Varuna flew down the backs of the waves, heeling 35 degrees over on her port side. “We must have entered the Gulf Stream,” I thought, with its warm water surging upward like a river in the sea from the Gulf of Mexico.

I checked my life harness, whose line attached me to a U-bolt mounting in the cockpit, and watched with awe the wrath of the ocean. White water roiled over the foredeck and back into the cockpit from both sides and my stomach leapt with every jolt to Varuna. Violently seasick, I just clung on and fervently prayed that my fate wasn’t to go up in smoke from a bolt of lightning. I had grounding cables, but no idea how to use them.

After retching my guts up over the side, I crawled across the cockpit and headed below to find something to drink. I couldn’t believe my eyes! There was six inches of water above the floorboards! Grabbing the bilge pump handle from the cockpit locker behind me, I shoved it into the pump sprocket near my feet and began pumping like crazy. After ten pumps, it seized up. God damn it! What happened? The emergency electric bilge pump came to mind. I jumped down into the sloshing cabin, pulled the switch, heard the pump churn to life, then flew up the two steps out to the cockpit to disengage the Monitor, grabbed the tiller and headed Varuna into the wind. She rounded up and her sails began to slap back and forth in the howling winds.

Stumbling up to the foredeck, I frantically began to pull down the storm jib. I had to right the boat to determine where the water was coming in. It was already higher than the sea cocks, so I couldn’t tell whether or not it was coming in through a through-hull fitting. As Varuna straightened up, the washing-machine cycle began to calm belowdecks; above was the same blustery, squalling mess. “Dear God, help me!” I cried. Buckling my harness to a jack line running almost the entire length of the deck, I hurriedly began to search for the leak by scrutinizing the deck in minutest detail. What on earth could be responsible for this calamity?

Checking the anchor windlass at the bow, I couldn’t believe my eyes. Beneath the windlass was a gaping hole for the anchor chain to pass through the deck and down a pipeline into the bilge. With every wave, water funneled down the hole, slowly drowning Varuna! I had been so damned ignorant that I had never even thought of blocking up this artery now pumping the sea into the bowels of my boat.

The wind continued to howl as the waves buried the bow where I crouched. Cold water streamed down my neck, drenching my clothes with salt water as I struggled to stuff the hole with the first thing I could get my hands on—Grand Union shopping bags covered with duct tape. I crammed in as many as possible, taped over the opening and pulled the jib back up. Running down below again, I stuck my head into the opening in the bilge where the chain was stored. The water influx had slowed to a trickle. I stopped to breathe. “Two emergencies down,” I said, feeling the adrenaline still surging through my body. “How many more to go?” and turned around to survey my soaking-wet little home.

“Maybe Daddy was right,” I thought. In two days, I had solved two major problems, and it really wasn’t that hard. Maybe sailing doesn’t require tons of deep dark secret knowledge. It was beginning to seem that everything could be handled with common sense.

“Hey,” I realized with a sudden burst of euphoria, “I’m not seasick anymore!” My days of living under the influence of this horrible malaise were over. Through some miracle, I never got seasick again.

The storm eventually passed, and I fiddled with the boat, testing her in the changing winds. Although I was awed by the sea and fully aware of its threatening potential, surprisingly, it did not scare me. Before leaving New York, I had often slept on my comfortable futon at Jeri’s, dreaming of being alone on the ocean, wondering if its depths and immensity would intimidate me once I was out in the middle of it. Now, I found myself relieved to be able to sit out in the cockpit, day or night, clear or overcast, and feel relatively at ease.

Around day six, there began a droning period of flat calm. The ocean was a perfect mirror, unruffled by even the slightest hint of breeze, reflecting Varuna’s shapely body and limp sails while Portuguese man-of-war jellyfish glided by. Dolphins came squealing out of nowhere, accompanied by flocks of squawking ocean terns overhead. They circled for a while, and then took off in search of a more responsive playmate. Varuna wallowed and rolled in a dreary rhythm, going nowhere for two days.

I had forgotten that there was always a swell on the ocean, and I began to experiment with ways to keep the boat from rolling so uncontrollably with it. First, I tried sheeting in the mainsail as tightly as possible. As Varuna began to roll in one direction, the sail slammed violently to the other side. Every time this happened—about once every fifteen seconds—she shuddered and her rigging emitted resonant twangs. I suffered, too, cringing with every slam until I couldn’t take it anymore.

“There has to be a way to stop this boat from rolling without the slam,” I thought, and went below, dug out my Learn to Sail book and flipped through it searching for inspiration. “Maybe if I take in a couple reefs,” I said to myself, “it won’t slam as hard.” After shortening the mainsail by two reef points, I anxiously waited for the sharp retort and only heard a soft flapping every now and then. If there was a better way to do it, it was beyond me.

With the calm, I set about fixing the engine. In order to bleed the fuel system, it was necessary to unscrew two nuts before a little pump could milk the fuel out of the openings until there were no more air bubbles in the fuel line. But I couldn’t get it to work. After a whole lot of pumping, there were still air bubbles in the line. Whenever my father did this, he always got rid of the air. What else did he do when the engine quit? Maybe he changed the filter? This was easier said than done. He had given me a special extractor that wound around the filter with a handle to give leverage. I slid it on and pushed and pulled. No response. I pushed a little harder. Still nothing. I positioned my foot on the handle and exerted all my force, twisting the filter canister out of shape, and then gave up. Two weeks later, in Bermuda, a mechanic who had to remove the filter with a vice grip told me I had been trying to unscrew it in the wrong direction.

During the evenings of the previous winter, after delivering messages on my bicycle, I had tried to study books on sailing and took night courses in coastal and celestial navigation. I passed the coastal course, having sailed aboard Pathfinder, but flunked the celestial navigation course, probably as a result of exhaustion after biking all day and not being able to keep my eyes open for the two hours of celestial triangle theory. Photocopying my father’s mail-order course, I figured I’d learn the techniques along the way. It had been easy to procrastinate during the past few days because I had seen and talked to enough ships on the radio and they had given me my position with the aid of their sophisticated electronics. But now I needed to get cracking and teach myself celestial navigation.

I sat on deck with the sextant, pointing it into the sun, burning my pupils through the two mirrors, aligning the sun with the horizon to determine the exact angle between the two. The second they were lined up perfectly, I looked at my watch and recorded the precise time of the angle. With these two vital bits of information, taken twice a day with about a four-hour interval, one is theoretically supposed to be able to figure out a position, or “fix.” I tried and retried it; the fixes just didn’t seem right.

It was hard to imagine that these books, my calculations, the plotting sheets, the compass rose and the sliding rulers could ever possibly tell me where I was. It would have been a luxury to have a SatNav aboard Varuna—a machine where I could press a button and get my position from a satellite. Not only was a SatNav too expensive—probably over a thousand dollars—but my father and I had a mutual understanding that I would learn how to do everything on board without the aid of electronics. With electronics, there would always be the chance of failure or of power loss, just as I had now with no engine to recharge my batteries. Where would I be then, if I didn’t know the age-old concepts of navigation? I sat for hours double-checking the instructions, taking sight after sight, trying to get two lines of position that agreed, until I got dizzy and the figures blurred.

On the evening of June 4, the barometer began to drop and I quickly set to battening things down aboard to prepare for some more nasty weather. Anything that could fly around in the cabin below was stowed: books, the pressure cooker, tools, food and clothes. Double-checking all the lines that were holding the deflated rubber dinghy securely in the cockpit, I took down the bigger genoa, replaced it with a smaller working jib, and took in a reef point on the mainsail, shortening its size by about four feet.

By the next morning, the swell had grown and strong gusts began to blow erratically from different directions. The sky transformed itself before my eyes into a dark ceiling of swirly gloom. I went below and bundled up into my warmest clothes and foul-weather gear. It was important to prepare myself and the boat before the worst of the storm hit because, after that, every trip up to the pitching foredeck would be extremely wet and risky.

I set and reset the Monitor, repositioning its vane into the wind, trying to find the point at which it would work best. I shortened the mainsail another reef point, but Varuna’s till pitched violently in the worsening conditions. There was still too much sail up. Finally, I took the working jib down altogether and shortened the main down to its last reef point until it was almost the size of a handkerchief.

With so little canvas up, Varuna rode the waves, pointing into the 40-knot winds. When the seas crashed over her bow, they were deflected by the spray hood shielding the cockpit, rather than hitting us broadside. All through the sleepless night and next day, I sat crouched in the cockpit, the life harness connecting me to the boat, and watched the sea change from a placid lake into this pot of boiling bouillon. Varuna pitched and yawed through waves that seemed as high as her mast. Jags of lightning spewed forth from the sky, one right after another, heralding thunderclaps that seemed loud enough to crack open the world. I counted the time between the lightning and the thunder trying to figure out the distance between Varuna and the bolts, “One alligator, two alii—” KABOOM! “Oh no, they’re practically on top of us!”

For almost two days, we battled in the teeth of the storm, endlessly changing sails, changing tacks and changing direction. When it was possible to tear my eyes away from it all, I went below for refuge in Varuna’s wet, coffinlike little cabin. Although 26 feet long, she was only 71/2 feet wide, with a living area below of about 15 feet, most of which was taken up with the bunk, sink, stove and head. There was no standing headroom, and even if there were, it would have been virtually impossible to remain standing anyway.

Heeled over on her side at 35 degrees, Varuna was like the house of no gravity at a carnival; to get around below I had to stretch from handhold to handhold like a chimp, or crawl along on the tilted sides of the boat. My bunk was soaked through from the leaking chain plate and from opening and closing the companionway slats, so I curled up in my rain gear on the lee side of the boat and tried to take my mind off the conditions with a book. Every hour, I went back out into the cockpit to check the horizon for ships, check our progress and adjust the sails. Lurching to the companionway, I removed the slats and timed my move to avoid the waves crashing over the deck, jumped outside and shoved them back into place before a wave could thunder down into the cabin. One second too early or too late and my bunk would be soaked anew.
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