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Dedications and Permissions 

 

 

To Amy, who opened my eyes to possibilities. 

 

To Colleen, who called me out to sea. 

 

Someone I loved once gave me a box full of darkness. 

It took me years to understand that this, too, was a gift. 

~Mary Oliver, The Uses of Sorrow 
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Chart of the Southwestern North Atlantic Ocean 

 

Long passages of the voyage are shown and cross-referenced to the chapters in which they are described (shorter sails are not shown). 

The entire voyage was 2,500 nautical miles (1 nautical mile equals 1.15 statute or land-based miles). 
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Preface 

 

The language of sailing is colorful, essential, and infused with history. While some words like 

“port” and “starboard” could be replaced by more common terms like left and right, the spirit of 

sailing would suffer. However, in other instances substituting plain-English would yield a vague 

verbosity. What’s more efficient: “Trim the mainsheet” or “Pull in the line that controls the big 

sail”? 

In these pages I’ve tried to strike a balance in the amount of sailing parlance. Enough to 

convey the feel of sailing on the open ocean but not so much that a landlubber would need to 

constantly consult a nautical dictionary. With that in mind, here’s a quick primer on 

terminology—the meat of the matter, if you will—spiced with a dash of history. A quick internet 

search by the inquisitive will clarify anything I’ve forgotten or have left unclear. 

Port and starboard mean left and right. Early double-ended Viking ships had a steering 

board bolted on one side of the hull near the back of the ship, and the ship was steered by 

changing the angle of the board. This board would evolve into what we now call the rudder. 

Since most people are right-handed and steering the ship required mighty strength, it was hung 

on the right side of the ship. The board was also under considerable strain, so a large star-shaped 

washer was mounted on the bolt to distribute the load. When in port, captains kept piers and 

docks to the left side of the ship side so the steering board wouldn’t be damaged. Thus, the left 

side of a boat is “port,” and the right side—the side with the board and the star-shaped washer—

is “starboard.” 

Red is associated with port or left, and green with starboard. As mnemonics, you can 

remember that both “port” and “left” have four letters, and that port wine is red. At night, if you 

see a ship’s red navigation light, you know you are looking at its port side. Buoys and other 

navigational aids use the red and green convention as well. 

While port is always port, and starboard is always starboard, a boat also has a windward 

side and a leeward side. Blowing across the boat, wind hits the windward side first, and then the 

leeward side. Although spelled “leeward,” it’s pronounced LEW-ward. When a boat is sailing on 

starboard tack, the right (starboard) side is to windward, and the wind is hitting the starboard 

side of the sails and leaning the boat to port; when on port tack the left side is to windward. 

Thus, port and starboard are absolutes, whereas windward and leeward are relative terms. 
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The front of the boat is the bow or the fore, and the back is the stern or aft. The middle 

and widest part of the boat is the midships and the specific measurement of its width is its beam. 

At battle-stations, sailing warships had senior officers positioned fore and aft to direct the sailing 

and the fight. Young boys, who were also junior officers, would run back and forth across the 

midships relaying orders. These boys were called “midshipmen” and, to this day, cadets at the 

US Naval Academy are nicknamed midshipmen. 

When ocean waves are traveling the same direction as the boat, it’s a following sea and 

the boat’s motion is easy. A head sea is the opposite—in both wave direction and boat motion. 

When waves are traveling perpendicular to the boat, it’s a beam sea. 

The mast is the vertical pole sticking straight up forward of midships, the boom is the 

horizontal pole hung low on the mast. The mainsail (pronounced MAIN-syl) is stretched between 

the mast and boom, and the headsails (pronounced HEAD-syls and often called jibs) are forward 

of the mast. Halyards are lines used to haul the sails up the mast. Although a sheet sounds like it 

should be a sail, it is a line used to control a sail. 

For distance and speed, sailors use nautical miles and knots. A nautical mile equals 1.15 

land-based (statute) miles. Whereas a statute mile is defined as 5,280 feet, a nautical mile is 

equal to one minute of latitude (1/60th of a degree of latitude). A knot is simply a nautical mile 

per hour. Thus, a ship traveling at 10 knots (10 nautical miles per hour) would be going 11½ 

miles per hour. In the subsequent pages I use nautical miles and miles somewhat 

interchangeably. When talking about great distances, where a 15% difference would matter, the 

term nautical mile is necessary. However, when sailors informally talk about a nearby 

destination, they’ll often say “miles,” given that the two are relatively close. 

Most of the sailing in this book was single-handed (just me on the boat). However, my 

sailing vessel Hazel James has a soul and a personality of her own. On long passages she and I 

talk a lot. Therefore, I often use the plural term of “we” when talking about Hazel and me. 

Finally, “heeling” and “healing” are homophones—two words that sound the same but 

are spelled differently and have different meanings. Heeling is when a sailboat leans over the 

water because of the wind on the sails.  
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When sailors approach an inlet or channel from the ocean during daylight, they see a mix of 

numbered red and green navigation buoys and markers. A nonsailor is bewildered by the sight; at 

night it’s an even more confusing array of flashing red and green lights.  

The mariner’s mnemonic—red-right-returning—reminds him that the red buoys and 

markers should be kept to the right when returning into an inlet (and the green buoys and 

markers to the left). In addition to their green and red colors, these buoys and markers also use 

shapes and sequential numbering to differentiate them. Green buoys and markers are square and 

have odd numbers. Red buoys and markers are triangular are evenly numbered.  

While channels and inlets often have confusing twists and turns, a sailor keeping the red-

right-returning mnemonic top of mind and following the buoys’ numerical progression can 

successfully enter or exit an inlet he has never transited. In addition, splitting the distance 

between reds and greens puts the sailor in mid-channel—generally the deepest and safest water. 

The construction of the chapters in Heeling is Healing is inspired by this buoyage 

convention. The odd chapters (think of them as green buoys) tell the story of a sailing voyage. 

The even chapters (red buoys) tell a broader life story.  
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Prologue, Wednesday, August 21, 2019 

 

I’m adrift and I’m lost. The only thing I know for sure is that I’m 2,500 miles from where I need 

to be.  

Although I can’t see them, I can feel them: waves crashing over me—waves of remorse 

for the past and fear of the future. I ask myself the simple question, How did I get here? While 

I’ve been adrift before in my life and I’ve been lost before in my life—and I’ve successfully 

navigated through both—my gut tells me that this time is far more urgent and serious.  

I’ve been taught, and I know from first-hand experience, that when bad things happen at 

sea, it’s critical to remain calm and to not panic. While that’s sound seagoing advice, it’s of no 

use to me now. I’m not a sailor at sea—at least not yet—I’m a businessman in a business suit in 

a Los Angeles office, painfully far from my home in South Florida. 

In a moment of crisis, wise and decisive action can change a sailor’s and a ship’s 

destiny—there’s no time to waste on panic. However, as the landlocked me waits for a phone 

call from South Florida, there’s nothing I can do to change what will be—the die is cast.  

I imagine my dread as a leviathan, swimming in slow circles around me. It’s emboldened 

by the waiting, and with each minute ventures closer and closer to the surface.  

As I wait, I try to pass the time by tapping out an email, but I’m stopped in mid-sentence 

by images of what might be happening back home. During my pause, it occurs to me that the 

simple question is not, How did I get here?, but rather, How did we get here? How is it that 

we’re fearing for the 50-year-old life of my wife Colleen? Someone who graduated in the top-10 

of her high school class and lettered in multiple varsity sports? Someone who raised two 

wonderful children? Someone who has been an unfailing vegetarian since her teenage years 

(primarily to reduce the suffering of sentient beings)? Someone who persevered through a dark 

tunnel of addiction and was emerging into the light?  

I look up at the ceiling and shake my head, trying to physically fumigate the worst-case 

scenarios worming through my brain. I think to myself, Yes, we’ve had warning signs this past 

month. Yes, she was just admitted to the hospital to monitor medication levels—but you’re 

overreacting Dan. You don’t know anything for sure, so just think some positive thoughts.  

I’m praying for a diversion…anything to break the cycle of rumination. “Mercifully” my 

wish is granted, but the cruel irony is that it’s granted by the jangling of my phone. I look at the 
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screen and see that the call is from my son. I take a deep inbreath, hold it, and swipe the green 

button to accept the call. 
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1. Stepping Off My Dock 

 

Five months after answering the fateful phone call from my son, a good friend and colleague 

called to wish bon voyage. He asked, “How are you feeling about the trip?” With little thought, I 

confessed, “I’m scared shitless.” A bit relieved, he said, “Good. If you weren’t, we’d be 

concerned.” A month earlier, over the 2019 Christmas holidays, well-meaning but land-dwelling 

friends often asked when, exactly, I planned to embark. Sailing one’s own boat isn't like taking a 

flight or a cruise. While hard-and-fast dates for flights and cruise ships are the norm, being 

fixated on the calendar is dangerous for a small-boat cruiser. Fortunately, time and patience were 

on my side. While I had in mind a general timeframe, the exact departure depended on final 

preparations and weather systems that constantly sweep across South Florida, The Bahamas, and 

the Caribbean.  

The term “weather window” indicates the anticipated conditions in a five-to-seven-day 

period. On a given morning a sailor has a good idea what the weather will be that day and the 

next. Though his confidence level decreases, he also has a general sense of weather on the third 

through fifth days and, if the local atmosphere is stable, some idea of the sixth and seventh days. 

Past that, other than general seasonal patterns, it’s a crapshoot. On the early morning of January 

18, 2020, my weather window to depart looked good and was holding.  

At 5:30 a.m. on Saturday, the color in the eastern sky heralds the sun’s rise. I’m on my 

back porch writing my day’s journal entry, and one of our three dogs—Jengo, a Rhodesian 

Ridgeback—is dozing next to me. I didn’t sleep well last night—who could? Although anxiety 

before any trip interferes with sleep, this voyage is different. It’s my first long single-handed 

sailing voyage. Even as crew or with crew, I’ve never attempted to sail this far before—not even 

close. 

 

As the predawn light intensifies, Hazel James takes shape. She will be my companion, 

protector, and shelter on this voyage. When she was built in 1990, her 31-foot length was slightly 

smaller than average for bluewater-capable sailing cruisers (“bluewater-capable” means that a 

boat is designed with the safety and stoutness required to leave coastal waters and sail the 

ocean). Thirty years later, average boat size has increased dramatically, and she’s diminutive 

next to modern cruising boats.  
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Hazel was designed by naval architect William Ion Belton Crealock and built by Pacific 

Seacraft. Crealock said, “Seaworthiness in a cruising boat has to be the number one 

consideration. It doesn't matter how cute the boat is if it doesn't get the cruisers to their 

destination in one piece.” Good advice for boat design and for life. While a boat’s design is 

critical, so is its construction, and Pacific Seacraft is legendary for overengineering and 

meticulous building of their boats.  

Clues indicate Hazel had an adventurous 27-year life prior to my acquiring her in 2017. 

She was put up for sale because her previous owner had passed away and, without a previous 

owner to ask, all I have are clues. When I acquired her, the hailing port (painted on her hull) was 

Franklin, Louisiana and when I switched on her GPS (Global Positioning System), the active 

waypoint (destination) was St. George’s Harbour, Bermuda. Placards in her saloon indicate that 

she attended several “Pacific Seacraft Rendezvous” (owner’s reunions and parties) in Christmas 

Cove, Maine in the 1990s. We all have stories to tell of our past, and I wish that Hazel could tell 

me hers. 

While there’s so much to say about a cruising sailboat, even one as relatively simple as 

Hazel, the most frequent question I get is, “Where does the name Hazel James come from?” Like 

me wishing that she could tell me stories of her earlier adventures, I also wish that she could tell 

me the origin of her name. Hazel James was her name when I acquired her and, although I can’t 

say that I immediately fell in love with it, it grew on me and now I could never think of renaming 

her because…that’s who she is. 

She’s cutter rigged. In addition to her mainsail she has two headsails forward of her 

single mast. While most similar modern boats have a single, larger headsail (often called a genoa 

jib), Hazel’s two headsails “cut” the area of a large sail into two smaller sails—thus the term 

“cutter.” While not quite as efficient as one large sail, smaller sails are easier to handle when the 

weather gets snotty and give a sailor more options to adjust sail area to the wind.  

Unladen, she weighs 11,000 pounds and draws 5 feet, meaning that she needs at least 5 

feet of water under her to float properly. Fully equipped and provisioned for voyaging, she 

probably carries one or two additional tons of water, food, fuel, life raft and emergency supplies, 

inflatable kayak, spare parts and tools, and personal items. Of her 11,000 pounds, 40 percent 

(4,400 pounds) is lead in her keel, which is well below the waterline and keeps her upright.  
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Her hull is painted a distinctive turquoise color that’s a striking match to The Bahamian 

and Caribbean waters I planned to cruise. At the front of her cockpit a matching turquoise canvas 

dodger is like a windshield on a convertible and protects the crew from flying spray. Below the 

dodger the companionway leads down four steps to Hazel’s saloon. The uninitiated would refer 

to the saloon as “the cabin” but the proper term is saloon or—for the French—the salon. Down 

the companionway, the galley (kitchen) is to port and the head (bathroom) to starboard. In 

addition to storage for food and cooking utensils, the galley has a gimbaled two-burner stove and 

oven. “Gimbals” are pivot points that allow the unit to swing freely from side-to-side. As the 

boat heels to port or starboard, the surface of the stove stays level. Each burner has a set of tongs 

that clamp a pot or pan in place while cooking at sea. The oven door locks shut to ensure 

anything baking can’t get loose in a storm. A pot filled with scalding food flying around the 

saloon in heavy weather is at least as dangerous as it sounds! 

In a specially fitted locker, Hazel carries two, 5-pound propane tanks to fuel the stove and 

oven. The locker is designed so that if a tank or gas plumbing were to leak, the propane would 

vent to the outside rather than into the boat’s bilge, which would be an explosion hazard. 

Forward of the stove is a double sink fed by an electric pump and a manual foot pump. At sea I 

use the foot pump exclusively as it conserves both water and electricity.  

To starboard, the head has a small manual toilet and another sink. Hazel carries 70 

gallons of fresh water divided between forward and aft tanks. Like her cutter rig, two smaller 

tanks are better than one large tank. If all fresh water were in one tank and that tank sprang a leak 

and drained into the bilge and was automatically pumped overboard, it could be catastrophic. 

Having two tanks mitigates this risk.  

Forward of the head are Hazel’s navigation station, electrical panel, and electronics. The 

“nav station” resembles an architect’s desk and is used to lay out nautical charts (maps). Below 

the nav station is storage for charts and navigational tools. The electronics and nav station are 

side-by-side so that I can easily compare the boat’s GPS location to estimations of position made 

on paper charts. Moving forward on both port and starboard are her settees (padded benches). 

They can be used for lounging or as two narrow berths (beds). Between the settees is a stout 

metal tube that directs the compressive forces from the mast (which is directly above) down to 

her keel—technically it’s the “compression post;” colloquially it’s the “stripper pole.”  
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Ahead of the settees is her forepeak berth (often called the V-berth) with sleeping 

accommodations for two while moored in a protected anchorage. While underway however, the 

forepeak berth can be a brutal place as the motion of any boat is more pronounced and less 

comfortable in the bow, and more comfortable amidships. Therefore, sleeping at sea is better on 

the settees that are low and amidships. A dining table is hidden underneath the forepeak berth 

and can slide out between the settees. Although four people can dine comfortably below decks, 

I’m planning on eating most meals alone on this voyage. Shelves with rails and storage lockers 

with doors and lids occupy every other nook and cranny to keep equipment, spares, tools, and 

personal items secure when the boat is pitching and rolling. 

 

My idea of a long-distance sailing voyage didn’t happen overnight. It had been 

percolating in my mind for years. However, I didn’t have a clear path of how I would get from 

here to there. “Here” being a somewhat typical mid-50s married-with-kids person with a job, 

house, and responsibilities—to “there,” a mariner on the open sea exploring the world. My lack 

of clarity was less about physical acts of sailing—acquiring a boat, provisioning her, navigating, 

sailing and sail trim, etc.—and more about deadlines and commitments that come with being that 

mid-50s person. 

In September and October of 2019, as my plans were coming together for the voyage, I 

had the idea to launch a blog where I could communicate with friends and family, and anyone 

else who cared to follow. I also figured that if I told enough people about what I intended to do, 

it would get me over the hump of second thoughts and fears accumulating in my brain. 

Writing the website’s introductory pages was an interesting balance. I wanted my 

documented intentions specific enough to be understandable, but not so specific that I would feel 

compelled to follow every detail I had laid out. Therefore, I decided to separate the goal of the 

voyage from the plan for the voyage. The goal was progress—toward processing my grief and 

loss, and finding hope. The plan was to sail from Florida to The Bahamas, then to the Virgin 

Islands and back. The goal was more important than the plan. I envisioned a couple other 

attributes of the blog. First, it would be freely available on the internet without advertising—

independent of any social media platform. Second, it would be a tripartite blend of the technical 

aspects of sailing; my personal voyage through grief, loss and hope; and a travelogue illustrating 

places I’d seen and people I’d met.  
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In mid-January, as I published my blogsite, I considered what a singer-songwriter friend 

from Corpus Christi had told me about songwriting. In his gravelly Texas drawl he said, “Dan, 

writing songs is like having children. You bring them into this world, try to develop them as best 

you can, then release them and see where they go.” With a similar mindset, I released the link 

https://hjsailing.blog/ to family, friends, and colleagues, not sure where it would go. 

 

Danish philosopher Soren Kierkegaard said, “Life can only be understood backwards, but 

it must be lived forwards.” That’s an apt description of how I am feeling on this morning as I 

contemplate embarking on this sailing voyage. On one hand, I’m simultaneously excited and 

scared shitless—on the other hand, I’m trying to process and understand all that has happened up 

until this point in my life.  

 I enjoy a sip of coffee and write a few more lines in my journal with one hand and 

unconsciously scratch Jengo’s ears with the other. Although we’ve shared many mornings 

together, his quizzical eyebrows and cocked head tell me that he knows something is different—

he senses my impending departure. 

The lines I wrote in my journal recalled a time several years ago, when searching for a 

residential addiction-treatment center for Colleen. During the search I considered both local and 

distant options and the distant facilities were generally in exotic locations. When I consulted 

Colleen’s psychologist about the decision, he told me, “Dan, there’s no such thing as a 

geographical cure.” A high-end addiction treatment center in an alluring faraway place was not 

necessarily better than one close to home. While I am not so naive to think a simple 

“geographical cure” existed for my condition, I was hopeful that a voyage could bring me some 

healing. However, the healing I sought wasn’t recovery from addition, it was recovery from 

grief—from the death of Colleen not even five months earlier. 

Life is about the journey and not the destination. There is truth in the saying—

particularly in my case. It would have been easy for me to seek some shallow version of 

geographical healing by boarding a plane, hopping in the car, or even embarking on a cruise 

ship. However, I think I know a thing or two about myself after 55 years—to satisfy my soul, I 

knew geographical healing would need to involve me earning my distance and how I got there, 

even if it scared me shitless. 

 

https://hjsailing.blog/
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I finish my day’s journaling as I always do, first by writing what I’m grateful for and then 

my nine mantras for life. Of the nine, the one that would appear most cryptic to an outside reader 

is: 

13,800,000,000; 4,500,000,000; 3,800,000,000; 200,000; 100 

It’s a lot of numbers and that’s the point. It’s my reminder that the universe is 13.8 billion years 

old, the earth has been orbiting the sun for 4.5 billion years, there has been life on Earth for 3.8 

billion years, and humans evolved 200 thousand years ago. Following those fantastically large 

numbers is a 100-year lifespan—more years than I could reasonably hope for. Rather than being 

depressing, I find the juxtaposition liberating. However big my problems seem, they are nothing 

in the grand scheme of things, and that whatever time I have remaining is brief and therefore 

precious. 

While my journaling may sound elegant, perhaps even self-actualized, it’s a practice and 

not perfection—it’s a journey and I’ve got a long way to go. At that instant, I put down my pen 

and scratch Jengo’s ears one more time while I check my phone’s weather app—no change, my 

weather window is holding. Some small, deep part of me secretly wishes for a major degradation 

in the weather so I can be home one more day. No “luck” with that, though. At this point all 

systems are “go.” The only thing holding me back is me. I close my journal and walk inside for 

breakfast. The time has come. 
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2. 1960s, 70s, and 80s—Early Lives 

 

I was born in 1964 in the suburbs of Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania, the youngest of four children. We 

lived on Sky Ridge Drive. While an odd name, the street and its houses were built when the US 

and Soviet Union were deep in the Cold War and space race. Other streets in the neighborhood 

included: Astronaut Circle, Sun Ridge Drive, Satellite Circle, and the threateningly named 

Polaris Circle (I assume named for the Polaris Missile and not the North Star). The Cold War 

was real and my father, always the engineer, was inspired by a Popular Mechanics magazine 

article and built a nuclear bomb shelter in our basement. It was complete with canned food, 

bottled water, and a Geiger counter that he built himself to detect radioactive fallout. Although 

that might sound ludicrous today, this was the 1960s. My sister Lisa preceded me by 11 years, 

Andrew by seven and Amy by four. Although we were reasonably close growing up, the four of 

us were all different sub-generations.  

My parents loved their children and loved each other. Often in the early morning, I’d find 

a love note that my father had left for my mother. He’d tape it to the stained-glass lamp that hung 

over our breakfast table so she’d see it first thing in the morning. I grew up thinking that’s what 

normal mommies and daddies do; it wasn’t until later that I realized many married couples are 

deeply unhappy. While my parents had their ups-and-downs, they insulated us, particularly me as 

the youngest. Professionally, my dad was a metallurgical engineer. While humorous and 

lighthearted around family, I’d later discover that he took his job seriously and did not suffer 

fools gladly, especially fools in management. If his boss told him to do something that didn’t 

make sense, my dad would call him out on the spot. It wasn’t until I started working, and 

experienced hierarchies and office politics firsthand, that I fully understood how my dad’s 

tendencies would have threatened incompetent management and gotten him labeled as “not 

suitable for promotion.” Between that and being a metals specialist in the 1960s, 70s, and 80s in 

Western Pennsylvania when the US steel industry was being decimated by foreign competition, 

finding work was a challenge. He was laid off several times as companies downsized and, at 

times, he was out of work for months. While our family’s financial troubles were nothing 

compared to others, our mother watched every penny like a hawk. She sewed our clothes to save 

money, and for breakfast, at times she’d resort to powdered milk and powdered, orange-flavored 

drink instead of orange juice. I thought it was great since NASA astronauts ate powdered food 
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and we lived near Astronaut Circle. I would understand much later that it was not for my 

amusement, but to make ends meet. 

 

Foreshadowing my love of sailing, and of Colleen, my maternal grandparents owned a 

small cottage on the shores of Chautauqua Lake in Western New York. It was built on concrete 

blocks and not winterized. The front yard was the lakeshore, and the backyard had a gravel 

driveway for bikes and cars. Although it had four bedrooms and could sleep nine adults before 

doubling-up or tenting outside, it started out as a one-bedroom and the other three were added 

shotgun-shack style. That is, one room led to the next and that next room led to the "next next” 

room. Ideal for ventilation but not for privacy. To get from the back bedroom to the living room 

and kitchen, you had to walk through two bedrooms or outside. The lake itself was beautiful—21 

miles long and between one to three miles wide—ideal for sailing and fishing. 

From a young age, all I wanted was to be at “The Lake.” When I was in kindergarten, my 

parents received a tax refund and splurged on a small sailboat. They named her Sam in honor of 

Uncle Sam, the provider of the refund. My father arrived at home late one night with Sam 

strapped to the roof of our Buick station wagon. Our kitchen table looked over the carport and 

my vivid memory is awakening early the next morning and staring at the sailboat in the predawn 

light. She was the most exciting thing I had ever seen and as I ate my cereal with powdered milk 

that morning, I daydreamed of adventures she and I would have together. 

While my paternal grandfather served in the US Navy in World War I as a radioman, he 

had grown up on a farm and never sailed small boats. This left my dad, enchanted by the 

romance of sailing, to become a self-taught sailor. On the other hand, my mom was a great 

mother but was never comfortable “taking the helm” and having command of a vessel. I think 

her mindset stemmed from an incident when I was seven and we were at The Lake on a sunny 

Saturday. My dad had taken me sailing all morning and was ready to do other things in the 

afternoon, but I wanted to sail more. That afternoon, my mom, always wanting her children to 

have experiences, nervously agreed to take me sailing. During fine weather at Chautauqua, the 

wind would blow hard from the north and whip up whitecaps in the main channel, but our 

protected bay—facing south—would be as calm as a bathtub. My mom and I happily tacked 

back and forth in our quiet little bay without problems. However, my mother’s initial success 

amplified her confidence and, like Icarus and the sun, on one tack she sailed past the headland 
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protecting our bay and into the brunt of the north wind. Sam’s hull weighed 150 pounds, and we 

took off like a shot to the southwest. Unlike Hazel James’ 4,400-pound lead keel, Sam depended 

entirely on the weight of an agile crew to counterbalance the force of wind and keep her upright. 

The pressure of the wind caused us to heel precipitously. Every time my mother tried to turn into 

the wind to tack and head back to the safety of our bay, Sam would threaten to capsize. My 

mother’s maternal instincts took over and while she kept the boat moving, she surveyed the 

scene grimly and evaluated her options. After some minutes, she announced we would sail the 

several miles across the lake to another protected bay and use somebody’s phone to call our 

cottage for help—as I had said, not a great sailor but a great mother. 

As Sam charged past the headland into the lake and her white sail receded into the 

distance, my dad on shore knew something was wrong. He quickly mustered a rescue party, and 

my two grandparents and my dad set out in my grandparents’ little outboard powerboat. They 

caught up with us as my mom and I were getting to safe harbor on the other side. My mom and I, 

soaking wet, cold and scared, scrambled into the powerboat, and my dad climbed onto the 

bucking bronco of Sam.  

I remember shivering in the powerboat wrapped in a fluffy towel and watching my father 

deftly get Sam under control and head back towards our bay. Sam launched herself into the 

whitecapped waves and my dad hiked-out to windward holding her down. I wanted to learn how 

to sail like my father and sail well. 

Fast-forward fifteen years and I’m in college, studying engineering with a summer job 

teaching sailing on the same lake. I had developed as a sailor and, at the risk of sounding 

boastful, had surpassed my father’s abilities. I don’t think my mother ever recovered from the 

day she almost lost her youngest. However, while she had no further desire to skipper a boat 

herself, she was always game as crew. As my skills were improving, I would sail my mother 

around the lake for hours in benign conditions and we would talk and talk. Her patience with me 

was limitless.  

 

In my early-teenage years my dad and I caught the bug for bigger and more complex 

boats. We still didn’t have a lot of money, and my parents believed firmly in saving for their 

children’s education, retirement, and rainy days. Therefore, acquiring a new boat was out of the 

question. Combining that with my dad’s mechanical wizardry, we got into a rhythm of finding 
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and buying an older boat around Chautauqua Lake, transporting it the 180 miles to our garage in 

Pittsburgh for the winter, and refurbishing and refitting it for sailing the next summer. August 

would come and we’d begin to take notice of boats parked along the roadside with For Sale 

signs. We’d look for salty boats—classic designs with character and potential. After Labor Day, 

hopeful sellers would become desperate as they faced the prospect of storing the unwanted boat 

for another winter. With the days shortening and leaves falling, we bargained our way into some 

good deals.  

There’s no instruction manual for the kind of boat repair we would do—it’s like playing 

jazz compared to reading sheet music. What my dad and I didn’t have in money, we made up for 

in creativity. While we’d work together on the weekends, during the week—while other kids 

gravitated to group sports and traditional after-school activities—I was happiest by myself in our 

near-freezing garage working on our “new” boat. I’d inevitably be wedged into some awkward 

place trying to dig out some rotted wood when the garage door would spring open as my father 

arrived home from work. I’d proudly show him what I had accomplished that day and he’d offer 

his ideas.  

While writing these words some 40 years later, I’m also deep into a major refit of Hazel 

James in preparation for future voyages. As I picture these happy and formative times in my 

mind, I realize just how indebted I am to my father. My ability to build, repair, and improve 

boats goes back to those winters and my dad’s knowledge and tutelage. He was a mechanical 

version of a jazz virtuoso.  

Late one summer, my father and I had our eye on a 20-foot racing boat built in 1951, the 

same year my parents were married. She was almost 30 years old at the time, wooden, and had 

spent many winters uncovered and outside with ice and snow collecting in her bilge. We bought 

her after Labor Day for $250—less than half the August asking price. While it seemed like a 

good deal, we significantly underestimated the rot in her ribs and planking. When we went to 

take possession, my Uncle Bill and Cousin Tom joined us. Uncle Bill was an English professor, 

about as far from an engineer as one can get. What he lacked in sailing and mechanical ability, 

he made up for with a dry wit. At the time, I thought he bore an uncanny resemblance to the 

original Twilight Zone’s Rod Serling. Looking back on it, perhaps the closer resemblance was to 

Schitt’s Creek’s Eugene Levy. Either way, he could deliver a line even better. 
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Our new prize was on blocks behind a barn, and we needed to transfer her onto a 

borrowed trailer. We backed the trailer alongside her, and via ropes, pulleys, winches, and brute 

strength, my dad, uncle, cousin, and I lifted and lowered her 600-pound hull onto the trailer. As 

we eased the ropes and the trailer began to support her weight, an odd and unsettling crunching 

sound began quietly, crescendoed for a few tense moments, and then stopped in deathly silence. 

The boat settled a few inches lower on the trailer. In utter shock, my dad and I glanced at each 

other and realized that her rotten ribs and planks must have given way during the transfer. We 

should have inspected her better before my dad had written the check. Out of the corner of my 

eye I saw the previous owner, check in-hand, backing away and leaving us to our devices. I 

suspect he was on a mad dash to the bank. 

As my dad and I stared at the ground dejectedly, Uncle Bill—trying to be helpful—

scratched his chin for a long moment, turned to my dad, and said calmly, “Now Davey, whatever 

you paid for this boat, I’ll split it with you if we just walk away.” My dad took those words as a 

brotherly glove-slap in the face. After many hours of winter-work, the next spring we re-

christened her Annabelle Lee after our favorite Edgar Allan Poe poem and sailed her for several 

summers. Unfortunately, her final undoing was a tornado that dismasted and sank her. 

Fortunately, no one was aboard at the time. 

 

My college summer job was sailing instructor at a boys and girls day camp, and we sailed 

a fleet of donated 18-to-27-foot boats. I’d teach sailing to teenagers, take younger kids on rides, 

and—after camp hours—teach private lessons to adults. While instructors were generally good 

sailors, most knew nothing about boat repair, of which our donated boats needed plenty. Given 

my skills, I split my time between teaching and boat repair.  

While I sailed during the day, nights and weekends were an endless parade of bars, 

flotilla parties on the lake, or a “keggers” in the woods with bonfires. Dance music from the ‘80s 

filled the air, and we’d do “lakers”—hitting every bar or pub around the lake in succession. 

Like my family, in Colleen’s family there were two girls and two boys. In birth-order, 

Colleen was third, with her two brothers—Kevin and Tim—being older and her sister Erin 

younger. In the summer of 1985, my first summer as a sailing instructor, I hung out with Kevin 

and Tim, who were my age and also camp counselors. Kevin was a natural leader whom people 

respected, and Tim was laid-back and undeniably cool, with an encyclopedic knowledge of 
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music. That summer, when hosting a party at their cottage across the lake, one of them 

introduced me to their little sister, Colleen. Although she was just sixteen, three things struck me: 

how cute she was, how well she could dance, and how she could throw a ball. There was a 

competitive softball league around the lake. The games drew a sizeable audience and most teams 

were all-male. Colleen was one of the few female players and while the guys would wear ball 

caps, Colleen would wear a red bandanna and aviator sunglasses. She looked badass and I loved 

that about her. Given the ballfield’s dimensions, few players at shortstop or third base could 

consistently field a grounder and throw to first for the out. Colleen did it regularly with aplomb 

and applause. Tim often played next to Colleen in the infield, and several times a season they’d 

turn a brother-sister double play and the crowd would go wild. 

Although both our families had loving parents and four children, in many other ways we 

were a study in contrasts. In my Protestant family, 11 years separated me as the youngest from 

my oldest sister. Conversely, in Colleen’s Irish and Polish Catholic family oldest-to-youngest 

spanned five years and I envied how much the four of them shared being so close in age. 

Colleen and I were friendly that first summer, but she was 16 and I was 20 and four years 

at that age is an eternity. The next summer, Kevin, Tim, and I were again at the camp, and 

Colleen worked elsewhere as a lifeguard. In the mornings, she’d bring her brothers to camp in 

their 16-foot outboard boat. The best place for Colleen to drop off her brothers was the sailing 

dock. Regardless of who I was dating or how my head was feeling after the night before, I was 

drawn to the sailing dock when I saw them approaching. On warm mornings she’d be wearing 

her white one-piece bathing suit with Mickey Mouse emblazoned on the front, with gym shorts, 

sunglasses, and a big smile. She was gorgeous, and when I close my eyes today, I see her as if it 

were yesterday. 

 

When Colleen was 19 and a junior in college and I was fresh out of graduate business 

school, we started dating quietly so no one would notice, but quickly got to a point where we had 

to go public. Over Labor Day weekend 1988, several carloads of us were barhopping and I 

engineered the situation so that Colleen hitched a ride in one car, and Kevin (her oldest brother) 

and I were in the back seat of another car. I hadn’t told either Tim or Kevin about Colleen and 

me, and I figured now was the time. Given my checkered reputation as a sailor, I was genuinely 

nervous about what his reaction might be. While he liked me as a friend, dating a younger sister 
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is something else altogether. I figured that upon hearing the news, there was a distinct possibility 

he would scrunch his eyebrows, cock his head and think for a moment, and punch me square in 

the nose. I imagined myself with my butt and heels on the ground and holding my bloody nose as 

he walked away muttering, “Stay away from my sister!”  

Regardless of my trepidation about Kevin’s reaction, my plan was coming together 

perfectly. With two of us in the back seat, I could talk to him on the 10-minute drive to the next 

bar, and maybe—just maybe—he’d be OK with Colleen’s and my dating. With music blaring 

and someone else riding shotgun to occupy the driver, we’d have some privacy, and I was 

hopeful that the few drinks he had had would soften any rough edges (or at least delay his 

reaction time so I could duck). As we started out of the bar’s gravel parking lot with the cool 

autumn air swirling, I shouted over the music, “Can we talk?” He nodded and I continued, “What 

would you think—hypothetically of course—if Colleen and I were seeing each other?” Slightly 

drunk but always perceptive, he saw through my veiled language in a heartbeat. To my surprise, 

he didn’t answer with a punch in the nose but with a big beery smile and a high-five. Even back 

then I knew what every good salesperson knows: don’t oversell, once you’ve closed the deal, 

shut-up and move forward. Colleen and I dated for a year and a half, I proposed to her on 

Christmas Eve 1989, and we were married August 11, 1990.  

As we got to know each other while dating, I learned of her challenges with depression, 

anorexia, suicidal ideation, and cutting. While that knowledge could put off some, I was in love 

and undeterred, and wondered if I could be the one to make her happy—to help see her through 

the passage.  

 

So often in life, one’s greatest strength is also his greatest weakness. It’s a core tenet from 

Greek and Shakespearean tragedies to DC and Marvel comics. The hero’s superpower and tragic 

flaw are inexorably linked—like that black and white yin-yang symbol.  

While some people are “supertasters” who experience that sense with far greater intensity 

than the rest of us, I’ve come to realize that Colleen was a super-experiencer of life. She 

experienced the world at a level that most of us can’t imagine. 

Colleen’s parents share a beautiful story that confirms the combination of Colleen’s 

superpower and tragic flaw. When their kids were young, on Sunday evenings the six of them 

would watch Mutual of Omaha’s Wild Kingdom. Although the TV show was a highlight of 
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Colleen’s week, it depicted both life and death in nature. Invariably, each episode had a dark 

segment about, for example, a baby kangaroo dying in an Australian wildfire or a cheetah 

catching and eating a young gazelle. While the other children would process the death and move 

on, Colleen would be crushed. She’d cry herself to sleep on Sunday nights, sobbing that she 

wanted to save all the baby animals.  

Anyone who met Colleen saw her warmth, her joy of life, her hugging so hard it took 

your breath away, and her ability to block everything else and make you feel like you were the 

only person in the world. The dark side, that far fewer saw, was that her super-experiencing was 

also a tragic flaw. It was always “on”—over time, the endless flood of profound emotions took 

its toll.  

 

We met on the shores of Chautauqua Lake, and that’s where we got married. Although 

wedding planning was a near-infinite set of decisions—What vows would we say? Which priest 

would officiate? Where do we host the rehearsal dinner? Whom would we invite?—the location 

was never in doubt.  

On our wedding night, we talked about all the things we would do as a couple. I could 

quit work and we could follow the Grateful Dead for a summer, or we could scrape up enough 

money to fly to Europe and cycle the continent, or we could join the Peace Corps. We fell asleep 

to so many possibilities. 
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3. Southing Before Easting 

 

At the close of Chapter 1, on the morning of Saturday, January 18, 2020, I was about to step off 

my dock onto Hazel James and embark on a voyage. I had finished my journaling for the 

morning and was about to enjoy my last breakfast at home. 

 

Once inside my house I was happy that my son Jackson was awake. I had a couple things to get 

off my chest prior to departing. While the topics were serious—my grief and the real dangers of 

my voyage—I wasn’t concerned about his reaction. He knows me and he knows the sea.  

Jack (“Cap’n Jack” to his friends) was 28 at the time and the owner-captain of The 

General, a 26-foot commercial fishing boat. We commissioned her from General Marine, a well-

respected Maine lobster boatbuilder. Early in the build, Jack’s fishing buddies would ask, 

“How’s the General Marine boat coming along?” Over time, “General Marine boat” was 

shortened to The General. His target species is swordfish, and a mature swordfish ranges in size 

from 40 to over 400 pounds. He has a US Federal Hand Gear Permit to catch and sell swordfish. 

The operative phrase “Hand Gear” means that mechanical winches are not permitted; he and his 

crew fight fish by hand—that is, a hook, a line and the fisherman’s hands on that line without rod 

and reel.  

Jack fishes in the Gulf Stream, about 20 nautical miles offshore, and usually at night. 

When pulling in a hooked fish, a coiled pile of fishing line ends up at the fisherman’s feet. It’s 

important that he not move his feet or at least do so carefully. With a heavy fish hooked, if a 

fisherman plants a foot inside the coils of line and that fish takes off, it would be a bad day for 

the fisherman.  

Jack keeps three or four harpoons on the boat for when big fish are within throwing 

distance. They’re not the decorative harpoons that festoon the walls of seaside restaurants, but 

real working harpoons. Several times a year when he gets a hooked fish close to the boat, another 

swordfish will be following it—often larger than the one on the hook. Occasionally, he or his 

crew manage to get a harpoon into the second fish and land it as well. It’s one thing to harpoon a 

hooked, exhausted fish. It’s quite another to hit a free-swimming fish 10 to 20 below the surface 

of the ocean, at night, with a hand-thrown harpoon.  
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The week before, he had told me about a hooked but dead swordfish he brought to the 

boat. It would have been 100 pounds if it hadn’t been half-eaten by a shark. While that’s not too 

unusual, Jack was surprised that the swordfish appeared to be bitten in two by one bite. It must 

have been a huge mako or hammerhead or great white to do that. Swordfishing is hard work but 

the results are tangible. It’s not some intermediated, virtualized, remote occupation typical of the 

modern world, and I’m proud of him for that. 

Since he was 18, he’s operated his own limited liability company, General Fisheries, and 

it has provided a good living for him and his crew. There aren’t many 28-year-olds who have 

logged more sea-time on small boats. He does most of the boat maintenance himself. While a 

typical recreational fishing boat in Florida might have 100–200 engine-hours put on the motor 

per year, Jack will put about 1,200 engine-hours on The General’s single diesel engine in a 

typical year. Maintenance is a constant process of changing oil and filters, and repairing fishing 

gear after a successful trip. When I see him deep in the engine room, I’m reminded of my dad 

and me, and I’m also reminded of all the boats that Jack and I built and repaired when he was 

growing up. I’m convinced that I now learn more from him than he learns from me.  

 

As we sat at the breakfast table and looked out at Hazel and The General I told him some 

heavy things that he probably already knew, but that I wanted to say out loud. He, his sister 

Emma, and I have learned that if you want to say something, then you say it and you say it 

now—no one is guaranteed a second opportunity and it hurts to have sentiments left unsaid. Over 

oatmeal and fruit, I told him that my intended voyage, while not the most dangerous undertaking 

in the world, certainly wasn’t the safest either—especially a maiden voyage for the captain and 

single-handed. I also told him that if the worst were to happen, I’d want everyone to know that I 

undertook this voyage with a clear head and of my own free will and on my own terms. If the 

worst were to happen, even though I’d be outwardly terrified at the bitter end, my innermost 

being would be happy, brimming with pure joy for living life to its fullest. Although it wouldn’t 

be how or when I would want my life to end, I’d taken all reasonable precautions. Although 

consumed with grief, I didn’t have a death wish and wasn’t on a suicide mission.  

By nature, Jack is taciturn. While he didn’t say much in response, he was clearly happy to 

see me expressing myself. However, I went too far in my concluding statement to him by saying 

that if his eulogy of me were to come sooner than any of us would want, he could refer to my 
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mental state when I departed. In retrospect, I didn’t need to go that far or be that obvious, but I 

did—probably because I had eulogies on the brain. 

I hugged Jack, said goodbye to the dogs, and walked out my back door. Although the 

wind was blowing from the east at 20-plus knots, our canal is well-protected and Hazel James 

bobbed at her moorings, eager it seemed, with anticipation. Like Jengo, Hazel knew today was 

different. Her bow was to the wind and gusts would occasionally push her mast to port or 

starboard as a horse in its stall will throw its head left and right in anticipation of exercise. The 

walk from my backdoor to dock is about 60 feet but that morning it felt infinitely long. My life 

had changed in so many terrible ways in the past five months. One of the few silver linings was 

that my idle dream of an extended sailing voyage suddenly became not only possible, but 

therapeutic to a broken heart.  

On my walk toward Hazel, I remembered Neil Armstrong’s iconic words: “One small 

step for man, one giant leap for mankind.” While I wasn’t going to the moon and I hadn’t yet 

even “lifted off,” this small step off my dock was a giant leap of faith in my abilities as a sailor, 

my will and resilience as a human, and my vessel’s stoutness to the elements.  

A couple days prior to my departure, as the weather window was looking positive for 

embarkation, I published the third entry to my HJ Sailing blog. In it, I laid out what I intended to 

do:  

…the plan is to sail 1,100 nautical miles from Hillsboro Inlet in 

Pompano Beach, Florida, to the Virgin Islands. Explore the Virgins 

for several months, and then island-hop my way home to be back 

before the meat of hurricane season in the summer.  

I stressed that sailing was different from powerboating—like how gliding or soaring is different 

from flying a powered airplane. In a powerboat, the high-horsepower engine, running 24x7 on a 

passage, generates speed that minimizes the effects of wind and current. With modern 

electronics, a waypoint (an interim or final destination) can be programmed into the GPS and 

autopilot, and the powerboat steers itself to the waypoint, compensating for wind and current 

along the way. In contrast, a sailor moves at much slower speeds. The velocity of powerful ocean 

currents can exceed a sailing vessel’s speed. In addition, a sailboat can sail only through about 

280° of the 360° of a compass. That last 80° (40° on either side of the “eye” of the wind) is a no-

go zone. While you can tack through that 80°, which involves turning the boat’s bow through the 
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eye of the wind, you can’t sail in that direction. A sailor settles for “beating,” slow upwind 

progress by sailing back-and-forth in a zig-zag pattern. 

As a first step toward the Virgin Islands, I needed to sail to The Bahamas. I’d then work 

my way eastward through The Bahamas and into the North Atlantic Ocean. Then I’d sail due-

east and eventually arc southward to the Virgin Islands. I would use prevailing winds and 

currents to Hazel’s and my best advantage.  

 

In Hazel’s cockpit, I pressed the starter button of her 27-horsepower, 3-cylinder diesel 

engine. It cranked once and sprang to life with a rumble. While the engine warmed, I ticked 

through last-minute things I could have forgotten. As Jack cast off her lines, I thought of the 

quote often attributed to Mark Twain:  

Twenty years from now you will be more disappointed by the 

things you didn’t do than by the ones you did do. So throw off the 

bowlines. Sail away from safe harbor. Catch the trade winds in 

your sails. Explore. Dream. Discover. 

I shifted Hazel’s engine into forward, heard the transmission catch, and glanced over her transom 

at the jet of water pushed by her propeller. I brought her wheel slightly to port and saw the jet of 

water commensurately shift to port and thought, Engine working, transmission working, prop 

(propeller) working, rudder working—all good, we are underway! 

I used the prop and rudder to work my way off the dock and through our canal into the 

Intracoastal Waterway. The ICW is a 3,000-mile inland waterway along the Atlantic and Gulf of 

Mexico coasts of the United States. It runs from Boston to Key West, and then to Brownsville, 

Texas. While some sections consist of natural inlets, saltwater rivers, bays and sounds, the ICW 

around Ft. Lauderdale and Pompano Beach is predominantly artificial canals. Our house is on the 

west side of the ICW, and if I had turned to port (north) in the ICW and continued for two miles, 

I’d reach Hillsboro Inlet—Hazel’s “hailing port.”  

While Hillsboro Inlet is the closest ocean access to us, it’s narrow and shallow, and ocean 

waves tend to break across its mouth when a hard east wind has been blowing for several days. 

While a stout powerboat like The General could transit Hillsboro Inlet with moderate breaking 

waves—Hazel could struggle and founder, and that’s no way to start a voyage. As I entered the 
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ICW, I turned starboard and began motoring in the ICW to the much larger inlet of Port 

Everglades, 10 miles south.  

On the Intracoastal and just south of our house lies the Atlantic Boulevard Bridge. It’s a 

drawbridge with a 10–15-foot clearance when closed (depending on the tide). The bridgetender 

opens the span of the bridge on request and on a schedule: every 30 minutes at the top and 

bottom of the hour. The timing of arriving at bridges is important; otherwise, you can wait a long 

time for the next opening. I had left our dock at 9:55 and hailed the Atlantic Boulevard 

bridgetender on our VHF radio a few minutes later:  

Atlantic Boulevard Bridge, Atlantic Boulevard Bridge, Atlantic 

Boulevard Bridge—this is southbound sailing vessel Hazel James 

requesting your ten o’clock opening. 

The bridgetender promptly acknowledged my request on the radio and with minimal delay we 

were headed south. As Hazel and I motored down the ICW, I looked aft at the Atlantic 

Boulevard Bridge slipping into the distance and snapped a picture of Hazel’s stern wake, her US 

flag snapping in the breeze, and the bridge. I texted it to a few friends with a farewell note.  

As we approached the Commercial Boulevard Bridge, I hailed its bridgetender on the 

VHF and requested the bridge’s 10:30 opening. As I waited, off our port beam I could see 

Assumption Catholic Church through swaying palm trees. Four months ago, we had held 

Colleen’s first of three funeral ceremonies in the church’s parish hall. One hundred twenty 

friends and family came to honor “Our Precious Little Girl,” as Colleen’s parents referred to her. 

As the service began, I was struck by the diversity of mourners who had joined us—from locals 

through friends and colleagues from all over the country. Some I saw daily, some I hadn’t seen 

in months or years, and some I met for the first time. As the bridgetender lowered the barricades 

to stop the flow of automobile traffic over the bridge prior to raising the span for me, I lingered 

on Colleen’s funeral service and the brevity of 50 years of her life. The bridgetender crackled on 

the radio that she was initiating the opening. As the bridge span lifted, I shifted into forward and 

left those thoughts churning in our stern wake. 

As we neared Port Everglades, I saw the whitecaps on the ocean and I donned my foul 

weather gear—waterproof bib overalls on the bottom and hooded jacket on top—then buckled 

my “PFD” around my chest. My offshore PFD (personal flotation device) is a horseshoe-shaped 

collar worn around the chest and neck. Under its nylon shell is a deflated bladder inflated by a 
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CO2 cartridge if it is submerged. Near my bellybutton on the PFD is a sturdy ring for clipping 

tethers to keep me attached to Hazel. 

For the small-boat sailor, Port Everglades’ superpower and tragic flaw are wrapped into 

one. While its size makes the interface between Intracoastal and ocean smoother than a smaller 

inlet like Hillsboro Inlet, its large size also means frequent big-ship traffic. As a small vessel 

approaching Port Everglades, it’s important to monitor VHF channel 16, the international hailing 

frequency. The harbormaster for Port Everglades broadcasts when large ships are transiting the 

inlet inbound or outbound. Smaller vessels like Hazel are required to give way to the larger 

vessels. When crossing far at sea, with miles of ocean on all sides and thousands of feet of water 

below, a larger freighter or cruise ship under power is required to give way to a sailing vessel 

like Hazel. However, in tight situations, large vessels are constrained by their size and draft. 

Although Port Everglades is 500 feet wide, the largest cruise ships have a 200-foot beam and 

their draft necessitates that they stick to dead center of the channel.  

The radio was quiet and Port Everglades was clear as I turned eastward into the inlet. 

Halfway through the inlet, Hazel started picking up the ocean swell under her keel and she began 

to pitch like a rocking horse. Around any inlet, waters often become “confused.” In the open 

ocean, a brisk wind drives gentle, long-period swells (“period” being the length of time it takes 

for two consecutive wave crests to pass a given point). At an inlet, the tide is constantly ebbing 

and flooding, which produces a short-period “chop” of waves. In addition, the waves reflect off 

rock jetties on either side of the inlet which confuses the seas further. As Hazel’s bow lifted high 

on the crests and plunged into the troughs, we took spray in the cockpit. I had made the 

conservative choice and the right choice to transit Port Everglades rather than Hillsboro Inlet.  

After we cleared the rock jetties to the north and south of Port Everglades and the 

confused seas settled into a more comfortable rhythm, I worked Hazel out of the main channel 

and began the process of hoisting her sails. I engaged Hazel’s electronic autopilot to keep her 

bow into the wind and reduced engine speed, giving her enough fuel to keep her into the wind. I 

clipped into Hazel’s midships tether and climbed out of the cockpit. At the base of the mast with 

the deck pitching and spray flying, I hoisted her mainsail. Like other well-appointed bluewater 

boats, Hazel has steel “granny bars” bolted around the base of the mast. They provide stability 

when sail handling in difficult situations. The mainsail is almost always hoisted first since it is 

aft and helps keep the boat’s bow into the wind. With the “main” up, I hoisted her two headsails. 
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First the staysail, which is closest to the mast, then the yankee, which is forward of the staysail. 

Back in the cockpit, I disengaged the autopilot and turned Hazel’s wheel to starboard. Hazel bore 

off the wind to the south, and we were sailing! 

As the wind took over and Hazel accelerated to 5–6 knots, I shifted her engine into 

neutral and let it idle for a few minutes to cool down. When taking guests on a daysail, after 

we’re out of the inlet and sailing, and just before I shut down the engine I always say, “Get ready 

for the best sound of the day!” I wait a moment while my guests wonder what’s going to happen 

next and, with theatrical flourish, pull the knob that kills the engine. It’s magical when the 

diesel’s rumble stops and the sounds of the wind in the rigging and water rushing below fill 

one’s ears.  

 

If I were in a high-speed powerboat, I could simply throttle up to a cruising speed of 15–

20 knots and head east directly towards the Bahamas. However, I had two related reasons for 

sailing south before I headed east. The first was the due-east wind direction and the second, the 

Gulf Stream. To sail directly toward The Bahamas, I would have had to make progress by 

beating into the wind in a zig-zag pattern. To make the 50 or 60 nautical miles of eastward 

progress required to reach The Bahamas, I would have to sail 120 to 150 miles over the sea 

floor.  

While the wind’s direction and velocity change from day to day, the Gulf Stream is an 

omnipresent force in the western North Atlantic. “The Stream” is the most powerful open ocean 

current in the world. As a comparison, while the Mississippi River flows at a rate of 6,000 to 

20,000 cubic meters of water per second, on average the Gulf Stream transports 30 million cubic 

meters of seawater per second (that’s 1,500 to 5,000 Mississippi Rivers!). The rotation of the 

earth causes northern hemisphere currents to flow clockwise, and the Gulf Stream begins in the 

Gulf of Mexico, winds its way between Florida, Cuba, and The Bahamas, and then continues 

northward along the US Atlantic Seaboard.  

The beginning and end of the Gulf Stream are like the slow sections of a whitewater 

river. When rafting and the river is deep and wide, the raft slowly glides along flat water. 

However, when mountains and rocks constrict that river, the current accelerates into a torrent. In 

the middle of the Gulf Stream lie the narrow Straits of Florida, initially bounded by Cuba to the 

south and the Florida Keys to the north. “The Straits” then turn north and are bounded by South 
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Florida to the west and The Bahamas to the east. These land masses constrict the Gulf Stream as 

mountains and rocks constrict a whitewater river. Like the river accelerating when constricted, 

The Stream accelerates to between two and four knots within The Straits.  

Hazel’s typical cruising speed is between four and six knots and less in light winds. In 

some situations, The Stream can be flowing northward faster than Hazel can sail eastward. In 

addition, the sea surface in The Straits changes dramatically depending on the wind’s direction. 

A south wind (blowing from the south and in the same direction as the north-flowing Gulf 

Stream) calms the sea. Conversely, a north wind (blowing against the current) generates steep, 

short-period waves that are uncomfortable and at times dangerous. A good weather window is 

important for a Gulf Stream crossing—not only in wind velocity but also in wind direction.  

 

With the above in mind, my overall plan was to enter Bahamian waters 53 nautical miles 

due east of Port Everglades. However, on this first day of sailing, I’d take advantage of the 

strong east breeze and sail south along the Florida coast for 35 nautical miles on a port tack beam 

reach (the wind hitting the left side of the boat, roughly midway between the bow and stern). 

Thirty-five miles would take me past Miami and I would anchor in Biscayne Bay for the night. 

The next day the wind was forecast to mitigate and veer to the south making it perfect for a Gulf 

Stream crossing. If the wind behaved as predicted, on my second day of the voyage the 

combination of eastward sailing and northward Gulf Stream would land us in Bahamian waters. 

If I woke to questionable weather in Biscayne Bay, I could lie to anchor for as long as needed 

and wait for the next favorable window—akin to a Mount Everest climber waiting in basecamp 

until conditions are right for a summit attempt.  

As we sailed south, we stayed a couple miles off the beach, far enough offshore to be in 

deep water, but not so far out that the northward flowing Gulf Stream would hinder our progress. 

Although it was a Saturday in the height of the Florida snowbird season, the 20 knots of wind 

kept most everybody else home and I had the ocean to myself. As Hazel bubbled southward, my 

mind wandered as I watched the upscale high-rise condominiums of North Miami slip by. 

Suddenly, amidst the commotion of the blowing wind and flying spray, and before I was aware 

of what was happening, a feeling of calm and peace welled up inside me. As if I were an 

observer, I heard myself telling myself, You’re not only going to survive this Dan, you’re going 

to thrive. I don’t know how you will, but you will. At that moment, I wouldn’t have traded where 
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I was, what I was doing, and the freedom I had for anything in the world. Then, as my conscious 

brain realized what I was feeling, I instinctively felt guilty about feeling peaceful and calm. You 

might survive, Dan, and you even might thrive, but your wife is dead, I thought. The familiar 

sting of tears and remembrance of what had happened five months ago brought me back to earth. 

Still, I cherished the moment, as I hadn’t felt that way in a long while. 

As we passed South Beach and Miami Beach the Cape Florida Lighthouse marking the 

entrance to Biscayne Bay hove into view on Hazel’s starboard bow. I fired-up the diesel engine, 

dropped sails, and navigated into Biscayne Bay, keeping the red channel markers on right (red-

right-returning) and the green markers on the left. Once we cleared the channel and were into the 

bay, I turned north to anchor with the protection of Cape Florida to the east.  

I found a good spot in 8-10 feet of water and attempted to anchor in the sand bottom. 

Given that the tidal current of Biscayne Bay was working against the wind, it took me a couple 

hours to set the anchor properly. I was still a greenhorn with anchoring, and these shenanigans 

after a long day of sailing—and a much longer day ahead—were the last thing that I needed. A 

single-handed sailor with lots of experience anchoring should be able to set the anchor in 15 

minutes and be done with it—another lesson from the day for me to learn.  

It was late and I was hungry. I heated up a can of Hormel Chili, wrote the day’s entry in 

Hazel’s ship’s log—including the lessons that I had learned—climbed into my berth, thought of 

Colleen, and slept. 
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4. 1990s and 2000s—Life Becomes for Keeps 

 

At the conclusion of Chapter 2, Colleen and I were falling asleep on our wedding night to 

dreams and possibilities. 

 

When you cross the street, hold my hand. 

Life is what happens to you while you're busy making other plans.  

—John Lennon, Beautiful Boy (Darling Boy) 

 

Although John Lennon wrote the song Beautiful Boy (Darling Boy) for his son Sean, the second 

line above could just as well have been written for Colleen and me, and the early years of our 

marriage.  

After our wedding day, our initial thoughts were along the lines of, Now that we are 

married and can be together all the time and live together, let’s chuck it all and hike the world, 

or join the Peace Corps in Africa or Asia—perhaps not realistic but certainly romantic. We had 

no idea how we would support ourselves, but we were young and we were sure we could figure 

it out.  

At the time, I had a good job in Pittsburgh as an information technology consultant, 

though I was feeling unfulfilled. After a bit of thought, we determined that for Colleen to make a 

positive impact on the world she would need graduate education in addition to her undergraduate 

degree in Political Science and African Studies, so we paused our plans to run away. If I stuck 

with my job and we saved some money, and simultaneously Colleen earned an advanced degree, 

we’d be in a better position in a couple years to do what we really wanted to do. 

Colleen evaluated law school and teaching options. Coming from a family of educators, 

Colleen chose teaching and began a master’s degree in secondary education. Soon after, we 

bought a small house. We thought to ourselves, How much commitment can a house be? The 

housing market was good for buyers, and it seemed like a solid way to save some money on rent 

and build savings to pursue our dreams.  
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Before we were married, Colleen had been prescribed birth control pills to regulate her 

menstrual cycle, also convenient because we were in no hurry to have kids. We talked about 

children vaguely and thought, Maybe when we are in our mid-30s children would make sense.  

A month’s supply of Colleen’s birth control pills was packaged on a card with plastic 

bubbles, and she filled this prescription at a neighborhood pharmacy. In outward appearance the 

pharmacy was classic Norman Rockwell: greeting cards, penny candy, cash register with a bell, 

and the pharmacist wearing a white smock and a smile. Little did Colleen know that the 

pharmacy had unsavory dealings behind the scenes. In late February of 1991, six months into our 

marriage, her bubble-pack card of pills was almost gone and she walked to the pharmacy to refill 

her prescription. Instead of the smiling pharmacist, she was met with yellow “Police Line—Do 

Not Cross” tape stretched across the doorway—the establishment was under FBI investigation. 

In the couple days it took her to get her prescription transferred to another pharmacy, she missed 

one day—just one day—of “the pill.” What could one day hurt?  

A month later, her period didn’t come. She took a home pregnancy test and it was 

positive. She did what any right-minded young woman would do—she ran out to the store and 

bought another test kit. Twenty minutes later, it yielded the same results. She then steeled herself 

for several days before telling me. Colleen was visibly nervous when she sat me down; I had no 

idea what was coming. While I have the tendency to overreact to small news, I appear to 

underreact to big news or big problems. I say “appear to underreact” because on the surface I 

can be calm, but below the surface, my mind is off and running—processing multiple scenarios 

about what else might happen and what should be done next. This news was certainly in the 

“big” category, and while I was outwardly calm, I didn’t sleep for several nights. 

After a week of our digesting the news, we told our families and moved forward. There’s 

an old Yiddish saying, “People plan and God laughs.” We had planned and God had laughed.  

 

Although we had married young, most of our friends had not. Before kids, when we had 

nights out or weekends away with these friends, our being married was not all that consequential. 

Conversations about daily life were relatable regardless of marital status. However, pregnancy 

and a child on the way put Colleen and me in a separate category. In addition, while my parents 

already had several grandchildren, Colleen’s parents were relatively younger, and our child 

would be their first grandchild. In Colleen’s hometown of Buffalo, the news that we were 
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expecting was heralded with the pomp and circumstance of a royal pregnancy. Any familial 

misgivings about us marrying young melted away like a May snow in Buffalo. 

On December 1, 1991, 16 months into our marriage and three days after Colleen’s 23rd 

birthday, Jackson Coate was born. Colleen’s and Jack’s close birthdays gave them a tie that 

would bind them forever. Colleen, infant Jack, and I were in Buffalo to celebrate Christmas with 

her exuberant extended Polish and Irish Catholic family. Jack’s infant feet never touched the 

floor; he was constantly passed from grandmother to grandfather to aunt to uncle to great-

grandparent to great-aunt to great-uncle. Colleen’s sister’s boyfriend commented, “First there 

was Jesus, and then there was Jack.”  

Colleen and I basked in the glow of being first-time parents, and all was well. The dark 

times of her past were just that: the past. I look back to pictures and see her broad smile, and 

tears come to my eyes. After the halo of the holidays had faded and the reality of a colicky baby 

set in, Colleen and I were back home in Pittsburgh and discussing how we would organize our 

life as a family.  

One of the initial questions was if Colleen should continue her graduate schooling full-

time, then student-teach and start working—which would require daycare for baby Jack—or, if 

Colleen should focus on being a full-time mom. Although I still wasn’t happy in my job, it was 

going well, and we calculated that with scrimping and saving, we could get by as a family of 

three on one income. It was a quick and easy decision. I could have gone either way; Colleen, 

however, was all into being a full-time mom. There were no half measures with Colleen.  

Over the next year, having a child changed my perspective on work totally. We were now 

playing for keeps. Prior to Jack, I knew we’d figure it out if I lost my job or got fed up and quit. 

Now, there was another human being in the mix, totally dependent on us for the next 18 years. 

Work transformed from drudgery—what I did to get from weekend to weekend—to a challenge, 

a challenge where failure was not an option. That made it fun, and I’ll do anything if it’s fun. 

After Jack aged-out of colic, and Colleen and I adjusted to our “new normal,” things 

seemed great. So much so that in early 1993, after celebrating Jack’s first birthday, we thought 

about trying to have another child. Our logic was simple—since we had already accepted the 

responsibility of one child, we might try to have another soon. I was captivated by how much 

Colleen shared with her sister and brothers, given that they were so near in age, and I wanted our 

children to have that bond as well. Projecting into the future, the thought of being young parents 
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when our kids were adolescents was exciting, and when Colleen and I would be in our 50s, the 

kids would be leaving the nest. We could have our cake and eat it too—helping shape new lives 

into good people, then having a second chance pursuing different dreams with our own lives.  

 

Colleen was a fan of letters and words. As such, she loved board games like Scrabble, 

and she loved children’s educational toys. Jack had a set of bright color, alphabet refrigerator 

magnets and when Colleen was cooking in the kitchen, Jack—who could now sit up—would be 

on the floor in front of the refrigerator playing with the magnets. About a month into our trying 

for a second child, I came home from work one day and went to the refrigerator for an after-work 

beer. As I reached for the door handle, I glanced down at the letters and noticed that they were 

organized—too organized for a one-year-old.  

We had toyed around with names and had agreed that if we had a girl, we would name 

her Emma. As I stepped back from the refrigerator to get a better look at the letters, I first saw 

“JACKSON” spelled out horizontally. Vertically our last name “COATE” built off the “C” in 

JACKSON and finally, the name “EMMA” built off the “E” in COATE. Although Colleen 

obviously didn’t know the sex of the fetus, she went out on a limb to tell me the news Scrabble-

style. It took me a minute to process the gravity of what I was seeing. All the while, Colleen was 

watching me for my reaction—it’s one thing to “try” for a child, it’s quite another thing to 

actually see the future spelled out in bold primary colors. I stepped back and looked at Colleen. 

She smiled radiantly and my vision started to blur as tears welled in my eyes. As a young adult, I 

hadn’t cried in a long time. She picked up Jack and we hugged for a long time with Jack 

sandwiched between us.  

On January 21, 1994, Emma came into this world. The differences between a first and 

second birth and first and second child are fascinating. Jack was born two weeks late, and 

Colleen was in labor for 24 hours and then had a Caesarean section—after waiting weeks and 

then enduring a full day of labor, she had to recover from major surgery. As we entered the third 

trimester of her second pregnancy, Colleen’s obstetricians decided that a scheduled C-section 

would be safest. Whereas with Jack we had our “go bag” packed for weeks, and nervously 

monitored all signs of contractions—the day before Emma’s birth we leisurely dropped Jack off 

at my parents’ house, went home and watched a movie, and got up early for 6:00 a.m. pre-op at 

the hospital. We were blessed with Emma before breakfast.  
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At that point, Colleen was 25 and the mother of two. Emma reinforced our decision that 

she would focus on our children and be a full-time mom. Colleen threw herself into the role with 

all the love of the sweet person she was and all the competitive spirit of the athlete that she was. 

Not competitive with other parents but competitive with herself—to be the best mother and 

parent she could be. While she finished her master’s degree classwork at night, she never took 

the next step of student teaching. She decided, and I agreed, that it would be too much at this 

point.  

 

While Colleen and I were generally happy, being parents so young was also hard for both 

of us, and we expressed it in different ways. I had been a party guy in earlier years and in many 

ways still was. During my college winters and sailing summers, I’m confident that any 

psychiatric evaluation scale would conclude I was a heavy drinker, even borderline alcoholic. As 

a married man and a father of young children I continued to enjoy alcohol. While my parents 

weren’t heavy drinkers, a cocktail or two before dinner was standard practice. I would feel 

robbed if I didn’t have at least one drink every evening (which on weekends, translates to 

starting in the afternoon). The aphorism—“The only drink I can say ‘no’ to is the first one” —

rang true with me. 

In our early days, Colleen drank very little. Over the years though, she adapted to my 

cocktail culture. To the good, it was a perfect opportunity to take half an hour and sit down and 

relax and talk. To the not-so-good, one drink would often turn into two, then to wine over 

dinner.  

In other ways we both mourned our abbreviated early adulthood. Colleen continued to 

exercise intensely and eat ritualistically. Rain or shine she wouldn’t miss a day of exercise and 

she counted every calorie she consumed every day of her life. I mourned via whitewater 

kayaking. I “got wet” paddling at least once a month on some challenging river in Pennsylvania, 

West Virginia, or western Maryland. The danger—very real on Class IV and V rivers—made me 

feel alive. Like the Florida Straits constricting the Gulf Stream, I loved the calm before the 

storm—floating downstream quietly in a deep river pool and hearing the pounding of the 

whitewater below get louder as my paddling buddies and I approached. I wanted to share 

paddling with Colleen, but a couple scary incidents and her mild claustrophobia prevented that. I 

also stayed connected to the water via boatbuilding. While in my adolescence and with my father 
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I had fixed old boats; in my 20s I built sea kayaks, and small rowing and sailing craft. As Jack 

grew, he and I built them together. 

 

In the late 1990s Colleen started to experience numbness and tingling in her hands. It 

soon progressed to joint stiffness and inflammation, then to skin rashes and lesions. The 

diagnosis process was frustrating and exhausting; all the while, symptoms intensified. After 

many specialists—each with a battery of tests—a rheumatologist diagnosed mixed connective 

tissue disease (MCTD), an autoimmune disease exhibiting mixed symptoms of rheumatoid 

arthritis and lupus. While the rheumatoid arthritis symptoms were internal, the lupus symptoms 

that started with rashes on her forearms, wrists and hands progressed to boils and open sores that 

did not heal. For a time, she wore gauze wraps on her arms when sleeping, otherwise the sores 

would be torn open by the bedsheets, and their subsequent weeping would wet the bedding.  

Her athletic “play through the pain” mindset and drive for daily high intensity exercise 

complicated the situation. While Colleen tried to put on a strong face, and put kids and family 

first, she was in a lot of pain, and cold and wet Pittsburgh winters exacerbated her symptoms. 

Together, we read books about autoimmune diseases and learned that if the immune system—at 

war with its own body—began to attack internal organs, the situation could rapidly become life-

threatening. We learned MCTD affects women more than men; if she could outlast it to 

menopause the symptoms would likely abate.  

To reduce inflammation and joint damage, Colleen took prescription steroids for years. 

While they helped mitigate symptoms at the time, they took a toll in her later years. The physical 

symptoms were bad enough, but the deep emotional toll of the disease added to her other 

behavioral health challenges. Prior to MCTD she struggled with body image, and now the 

prospect of premature aging, limited mobility, and open skin sores was difficult to accept. In 

addition, arthritis and inflammation made running and aerobics painful and damaging. However, 

Colleen feared weight gain almost more than death and thus would push herself to exercise even 

when she felt awful. Around the new millennium, after years of physician oversight, careful 

medication management, and lifestyle adjustments, the worst of the outward symptoms were in 

remission, and she had the joint pain and stiffness under control.  

Through the illness, Colleen continued to be an amazing mother and she never lost her 

beautiful smile. The kids were growing and flourishing, and that gave us joy and happiness. By 
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the early 2000s, things seemed perfect again—at least to me. Colleen’s observable symptoms 

were gone, and she managed internal symptoms with medications and slightly less intense 

exercise. We built a fine house in a suburban neighborhood. The kids were good students and 

Colleen was an active volunteer. With my extensive work travel, Colleen and the kids would stay 

at Lake Chautauqua all summer. Late in the workweek, I’d fly to a small regional airport nearby 

and Colleen would pick me up. Friday evenings through Sundays was all about sailing and tennis 

and fishing. When Jack was four, I took him fishing for the first time. He was immediately 

“hooked” (pun intended), and entering adolescence, he spent hours fishing in a rowing boat that 

he and I had built together.  

 

At that peak of happiness, when everything seemed under control, Colleen and I started 

going through a joint midlife crisis. Though totally happy with each other, we would think, Is 

this all there is? Where’s the challenge? What’s next? With the kids now aged 9 and 11, we 

seemed preprogrammed to remain comfortably in our house and community until they were 

through college. It was “easy,” perhaps too easy. While others may have been content to let that 

dream play out, we weren’t. 

In March of 2003, the four of us took a spring break vacation in Florida and stayed in a 

mom-and-pop hotel on the beach. On our last evening while packing our bags in the hotel, we 

discussed our plans for the next morning. Colleen and the kids would fly home to Pittsburgh for 

school, and I would fly to Chicago to a client site for the upcoming workweek. After packing, 

while the kids were watching TV, Colleen and I decided to get an after-dinner drink and 

celebrate a vacation well done. As we walked to a seaside bar, Colleen talked about her love for 

Florida. As a child, her family would drive the 24-hours each way from Buffalo to Florida for 

winter vacations. At a high-top table overlooking the beach, Colleen said, “I feel so great here. 

Compared to the cold dampness of the north, the sun and warmth make my joints feel so good.” I 

sipped my drink and replied, “Why don’t we move here? It might be that change we’re looking 

for. Given my work-travel, we can live anywhere close to a big airport.” We finished our drinks 

looking out over the ocean and pondering the possibilities. The next morning at the airport, we 

said our goodbyes and headed in different directions.  

During my flight to Chicago, I caught up on email from my week away. In the virtual pile 

of email was one company-internal message announcing a position opening in India. My US-
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based consulting firm had recently acquired an offshore software development company with 

offices in Ho Chi Minh City, Vietnam, and Bengaluru India. While globally sourced software 

development had promise, we were finding that communication breakdowns between US project 

teams and offshore developers was the biggest hurdle to progress. My firm wanted an American 

to relocate to India for a year to serve as a liaison. While my background and network made me 

an ideal fit, selecting and sending me would be an expensive proposition for my firm. While 

international relocation for a single person is pricey—to relocate me, virtually every expense 

would be quadrupled. As I reread the email, my initial thought was that even entertaining the 

idea was harebrained—uprooting our family of four from a comfortable suburbia and moving to 

the other side of the world, to a place Colleen and I had dreamed of living when we were dating? 

Just crazy. 

However, as I stared out the plane window, I thought about it more and in the context of 

Colleen’s and my conversation over cocktails the night before, I wondered: Could this be a path 

through our joint midlife crisis? It would be a life-changing experience for the kids. The rational 

side of my brain responded with, There’s no way this can happen, we’ll have something that 

holds us back. Other doubts crept in, Even if I do apply, the firm will pick somebody else—a 

single person with less overhead. The list of doubts mounted. Regardless, I forwarded the email 

to Colleen with a note: Hi! Hope your flight was smooth. See job posting attached. I was thinking 

about our after-dinner conversation. What if we could get this position and live internationally 

for a year and when we come back to the US, relocate to Florida? 

That evening, I saw Colleen’s reply, “I’m way in!!! Let’s do it!!!” That was my 

Colleen—all in, multiple exclamation points, and no half measures. Long story short, we did it. 

In June, three months after our Florida vacation, Colleen and I were 30,000 feet over the Atlantic 

Ocean on one of a series of flights to India. After arranging for an apartment and schooling, 

Colleen returned home for a summer with the kids and family on Chautauqua Lake. I remained 

in India to get early momentum in my new position so I’d have more family time when the three 

of them joined me in late August.  

When we decided to move to India, Colleen and I were prominent in our idyllic suburban 

Pittsburgh community—especially among parents of similarly aged children. While the area was 

politically liberal, it was socially conservative in that people tended to have good lives and kept 

them that way. The thought of moving to the other side of Pittsburgh was unheard of, let alone 



Heeling is Healing  4. 1990s and 2000s—Life Becomes for Keeps 

Copyright 2022 Daniel J. Coate all rights reserved 41 

the other side of the country. That spring, as word was filtering through the community 

grapevine, Jack told his sixth-grade class. After school, one of his classmates told his mom, 

“Jackson Coate is moving to India!” His mom said, “Oh no honey...you mean Indiana.” The boy 

replied, “No, I mean India.” This mother-and-son volley continued until the mom called Colleen 

directly. Jack’s classmate was vindicated.  

Our lives became a whirling, cosmopolitan, expat experience. In addition to traveling 

extensively within India, on our trips home to the US we’d layover in Europe for a week with 

friends. We toured Germany and Greece and spent one Christmas skiing the Italian Alps. It was 

travel that a single-income family of four, saving for college and retirement, never could have 

afforded otherwise. Jack and Emma attended an international school in Bangalore and made 

Indian friends and friends from all over the world.  

Per plan, when our tour of duty was over, we relocated to Pompano Beach, Florida. It 

was 2005 and we established yet another new life for ourselves. The kids were in sixth and 

eighth grades, starting into their adolescent years. While they still needed Colleen’s and my love 

and support, they were not children anymore and thus needed it in different ways. While this was 

an adjustment for the two of us, it was especially difficult for Colleen given the focus of her 

adult life up until that point had been “the children.” She seemed to be coping, and—as we had 

hoped—the warm weather and sunshine of Florida was good for her physically. Earlier in her life 

she had played a lot of tennis and had become quite good. In Florida she rekindled her love of 

the game. Although good for her physically and socially, like so many other things in her life, 

her playing soon became obsessive. Through her amateur tournament play, the owner of a local 

tennis store took note of her skills on and off the court and offered her a job as part-time 

webmaster of the store’s growing online presence. Colleen was flattered by the offer and 

accepted it. Although she had no formal tech training, she was a quick study, great with 

customers, and knew the game and equipment. 

Once again, all appeared to be going well. As a family we had weathered some storms 

but had persevered. More than that, it seemed to me that we were all flourishing in our 

geographical and emotional transition. 
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5. Crossing the Stream 

 

At the conclusion of Chapter 3, I had made the first step off my dock and sailed 30 miles south to 

Biscayne Bay. I anchored for the night in the shelter of Cape Florida and was ready to cross the 

Gulf Stream to The Bahamas the next morning. 

 

Although the anchorage was calm and Hazel rolled ever so gently, I tossed and turned and awoke 

early, my excitement keeping me from getting the good night’s sleep I sorely could have used. In 

the growing predawn light, I brewed coffee, cooked oatmeal, and checked the ship’s barometer. 

Over breakfast in Hazel’s cockpit, I took note of the clouds. The steady barometer showed no 

change to atmospheric pressure, and broken cumulus clouds foretold fine weather for the day. 

My phone was receiving a strong cellular signal from Miami so I checked marine weather apps 

that confirmed my on-deck observations—my weather window was holding, so I was a “go” to 

cross The Stream! 

Sailors crossing the Gulf Stream from Florida to The Bahamas have two general options 

for departure timing. They can embark in the evening, sail through the night, and make landfall 

in the morning with good daylight in the nearest Bahamian islands. Or they may choose to 

embark in the morning but then will enter Bahamian waters at night. As with any decision, there 

are tradeoffs. For my first crossing and as a single-hander, I chose to depart Biscayne Bay in the 

morning. I thought it was most important for me to have daylight during the crossing, especially 

with potentially heavy shipping traffic near Miami and Ft. Lauderdale. As for making landfall in 

the near-Bahamas in the darkness, I could figure that out once I got there—my overarching 

concern was to make the crossing successfully. Once in the territorial waters of The Bahamas, I 

planned to stick to the deep water of the Northwest Providence Channel and press on, sailing 

through the night to arrive in the middle-Bahamas near daybreak the next day—24 hours of 

sailing. 

In nautical parlance, “landfall” and “arrival” are two different things. “Landfall” is the 

first sighting of land near the end of a passage. “Arrival” is the actual mooring of the boat and 

stepping on to dry land. While many nonsailors tell me that they would be terrified at the 

prospect of being far out to sea on a small boat, landfall and arrival can be more dangerous than 

sailing the open ocean. Far from land, a sailor has “sea room” in which to maneuver, and in 
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which to make mistakes. If you’re 10 or 20 miles off course with hundreds of miles of ocean on 

all sides—who cares?—so long as you keep the boat moving toward your destination. However, 

as you make landfall, a mile or two makes a big difference—the difference between being in 100 

feet of water and being hard aground. 

In Biscayne Bay we were at a latitude of 25° 40’ N (twenty-five degrees, forty minutes 

north) and intending to make landfall in The Bahamas near Great Isaac Cay at 26° 02’ N latitude. 

All lines of latitude are parallel to each other, from the Equator at 0° to the North Pole at 90° N 

and South Pole at 90° S. Just as there are 60 minutes of time in an hour, there are 60 minutes of 

distance in a degree of latitude. One minute of latitude equals one nautical mile. Given there are 

60 minutes in a degree of latitude, each degree of latitude equals 60 nautical miles of distance. 

This rule holds true anywhere on the globe. 

Given that Great Isaac’s latitude is a larger number than that for Biscayne Bay, a sailor 

knows Great Isaac is north of Biscayne Bay. If the Gulf Stream pushed Hazel and me 22 nautical 

miles northward during our 60 nautical mile west-to-east crossing, we’d make landfall near Great 

Isaac. Great Isaac Cay sits on the southwestern edge of the deep water of the Northwest 

Providence Channel and the channel is 20 nautical miles wide at its western entrance. Therefore, 

I had plenty of sea room to the north of Great Isaac if the Gulf Stream pushed me further 

northward—a safety factor for my nighttime landfall. 

Although the Gulf Stream is many times larger than any river, like a river it flows fastest 

in the middle, and near its edges its velocity is slower. Therefore, while I planned to keep 

Hazel’s heading consistently due east throughout the crossing, her course over ground (COG) 

would look roughly like an “S.” Hazel and I would start at the lower-left of the “S” at Biscayne 

Bay—and with good weather, skill, and a little luck—exit the “S” at the letter’s upper-right near 

Great Isaac Cay. 

 

I weighed and stowed her anchor and motored out Biscayne Channel and past 

“Stiltsville.” As daylight was fading the evening before, the shacks of Stiltsville were shadowy 

figures passing on either side of the channel. In the clear morning sun, the seven wooden 

structures seemed to hover 10 to 15 feet above the shimmering water. They were built during 

Prohibition, in the 1920s and 1930s, and are strategically located slightly more than one mile 

from the high tide line of the shore making gambling legal.  
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Although it felt good to reach the open water, hoist sails, and shut down the diesel 

engine, the wind in the 5-to-10 knot range was lighter than ideal. However, for my first Gulf 

Stream crossing under sail, I’d rather have less wind than too much wind. As Hazel and I glided 

to the east, I watched the coast of Florida—my home—slip into the sea behind us.  

For a time, we were alone. No land behind us to the west; nothing in front of us to the 

east. If it were dark, I would have clearly seen the electric glow of South Florida off my stern 

and stretching far to the north, and the glow of the Bimini Islands of The Bahamas to the east. 

However, during the day lights are not visible and the curvature of the earth interrupts the line-

of-sight from the mariner to land so all I saw was water on all sides. I’d been out of sight of land 

before in a powerboat and sailing with others, but this was new to me as a single-hander. 

Although I intellectually knew that land was not far out of sight and I could have zoomed out on 

my GPS screen and seen Florida and The Bahamas, they were all abstractions. The reality is that 

Hazel and I were all alone. 

When solo sailing in benign conditions (when the weather and boat are cooperating) the 

sailor has time to daydream and as Hazel and I continued our eastward glide, my mind wandered 

to my 50th birthday—five years and five months prior. To celebrate, Jack, Colleen, several 

friends, and I embarked on Jack’s fishing boat The General and made the 4-hour trip from 

Florida to Bimini where we rented a cottage. Suffice to say, it was an epic party. The General 

cruises at 18–20 knots, several times faster than Hazel sails. Crossing The Stream in The 

General, or any well-outfitted powerboat, consists of setting a waypoint for Bimini, activating 

the autohelm, throttling up, and keeping an eye on the horizon for other boats, ships, and 

weather.  

By contrast, at the top of every hour I transposed my latitude and longitude coordinates 

from Hazel’s GPS onto a paper chart of the Florida Straits and marked the spot. Next to each X, I 

wrote the time and used a straightedge to connect it to the previous X. It was deeply satisfying to 

see the S-curve—the curve I had imagined in my dreams—emerge on the chart before my eyes. 

It was no longer an abstraction—it was real. In the early evening, as I approached the Great 

Bahama Bank, my hourly plots showed that our progress was less northward and more eastward. 

I expected this to happen as we were now on the eastern edge of the Gulf Stream and its 

northward current was being slowed by the friction of the Great Bahama Bank—we were nearing 

the upper-right of our S-curve.  
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An oceanic “bank” is a large area that is shallower than the surrounding seafloor. The 

island-nation of The Bahamas consists of two banks, the Great Bahama Bank to the south and 

the Little Bahama Bank to the north. The Northwest Providence Channel and Northeast 

Providence Channel range from 20 to 50 nautical miles wide and separate the two banks. While 

the maximum water depth on the banks is about 80 feet, the Providence Channels that divide the 

two banks are deep—8,000 feet deep in places. When thinking about the island-nation of The 

Bahamas, it’s important to remember that the total area of the Bahama Banks is immense when 

compared to terra firma of the country. When studying geography, schoolchildren learn that the 

surface area of the earth is roughly two-thirds water and one-third land. Using that analogy, the 

surface area of The Bahamas is 92% submarine and only 8% land. 

 

As the evening wore on and we approached the Great Bahama Bank, my daydreaming 

became evening-dreaming. I tried to reconcile the notable events of my lifetime with the 

enormity of the earth’s history, and the geological history of my little corner of the earth. From 

the perspective of one human’s lifetime, mean sea level (the midpoint between high and low 

tides) changes very little. However, as humans accelerate climate change, sea level rise is 

becoming evident within a single human lifetime. Coastal habitation is extremely sensitive to sea 

level rise, and mere inches of change, let alone feet, have disastrous consequences. While a 

single foot sounds like a lot to today’s coastal dweller, 2.5 million years ago, the surface of the 

ocean was about 100 feet higher than it is today. Florida was an oceanic bank like today’s 

Bahama Banks. The southernmost “islands” of Florida would have been near Orlando. While 2.5 

million years is almost unfathomable for a mortal to comprehend, it’s a brevity in geological 

time.  

The sun was well below the horizon by now, and Venus was setting in the west. My 

hourly plot showed that we were fast approaching Great Isaac Cay. Although a grand name, 

“Great Isaac” is only a mile long and a third of a mile wide. It’s important, though, because it is 

perched on the northwest corner of the Great Bahama Bank. To the south lies the shallow water 

of the Great Bahama Bank and to the north lies the deep Northwest Providence Channel. Given 

the darkness and my unfamiliarity with Bahamian waters, Hazel and I wanted to pass 4 to 5 

miles north of Great Isaac, in the safe water of the channel. Since we were sailing eastward, we’d 

keep Great Isaac on our starboard side. After we rounded Great Isaac, my plan was to turn 



Heeling is Healing  5. Crossing the Stream 

Copyright 2022 Daniel J. Coate all rights reserved 46 

slightly to starboard and head east-southeast for 67 nautical miles to the Berry Islands. “The 

Berrys” sit on the northern edge of the Great Bahama Bank and roughly on its east-west 

midpoint. 

I had read that under no circumstances should a mariner depend on navigational lights in 

The Bahamas or Caribbean. It’s a 50/50 proposition that any given light will be “on station” and 

operating when it’s needed by the mariner. Beginning at 9:00 p.m. I started searching the horizon 

off Hazel’s starboard bow for the flash of the Great Isaac Cay Lighthouse. However, I saw 

nothing. If I didn’t know the 50/50 rule of thumb, I would have been borderline panicked as the 

Great Isaac Cay Light is not a run-of-the-mill channel marker, it’s a major navigational beacon. I 

climbed down into Hazel’s saloon and flipped on the red reading light over her navigation station 

and re-checked my charts. Next to the Great Isaac Cay Lighthouse was the notation Fl 15s 46m 

23M. The light should be flashing at a period of 15 seconds; the lighthouse is 46 meters high 

(150 feet). Finally, in favorable conditions, a mariner 23 nautical miles away could see the light.  

I was about 15 miles from the lighthouse and the conditions were favorable, so I had to 

assume the light was off station. To be safe, I adjusted Hazel’s steering a few degrees to port 

(northward). Since I couldn’t see the light, I wanted to give Great Isaac Cay and its surrounding 

rocks a wider berth. At 11:00 p.m., when the Great Isaac Cay Light should have been 5 or 6 

miles southeast of me, and clearly visible, I still saw nothing with my naked eyes. However, 

thoroughly scanning the southeastern horizon with my binoculars revealed dim lights that were 

likely the lighthouse keeper’s quarters on the tiny island. As we glided eastward into the night, I 

saw those dim lights slowly shift from our starboard bow to starboard beam to starboard quarter. 

We had cleared Great Isaac Cay—not only were we in Bahamian waters, but we had sailed 

there!  

 

At midnight, the wind freshened and veered favorably from due-south to south-

southwest. With the combination of the favorable wind shift and increase in wind strength, we 

were no longer gliding into the darkness, we were plunging into it. Although my GPS and charts 

showed open water ahead and all around, the effect of 14,000 pounds of Hazel, heeled to port by 

the wind on her starboard beam and surging into pitch darkness was dizzying. I wondered what 

early mariners would have thought about sailing on a night like this. They had no GPS, they had 

no accurate charts, they had no electricity or electric lights—probably a few whale-oil lamps 
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burning. If the captain and crew had bought into the conventional wisdom of the day that the 

earth was flat, were they constantly terrified of sailing off the edge at any moment?  

That first sail through the night of the voyage was intense. Not for any physical reason, 

(the weather was perfect), but it was my first all-night sail single-handed. We passed numerous 

cruise ships and freighters in the channel. The Bahamas is a popular cruise-ship destination and, 

for freighters, the channel is the most-direct route from European ports to the South Florida ports 

of Port Everglades (Ft. Lauderdale) and Government Cut (Miami). I had catnapped in the cockpit 

during the day and had plenty of adrenaline on that first night, so staying awake wasn’t a 

problem. Also, all ships and boats in the channel were headed generally east or west—nobody 

was headed north or south—so we didn’t have crossing situations. Finally, the big ships stuck to 

the middle of the channel while I stayed south, closer to the Great Bahama Bank, so it was easy 

to maintain good separation.  

That night there were a couple other sailing “buddy boats” on a similar course to mine—

also bound for the Berry Islands. Buddy boats are two or more smaller, private boats with the 

same embarkation point and destination who informally agree to keep in touch during the 

passage via radio and assist each other if necessary. Every hour, I listened to them on the VHF 

radio apprising each other of their location, course over ground, and speed. Hearing that chatter 

of other humans was comforting. 

It was a beautiful night and the consistent and favorable winds allowed me to adjust 

Hazel’s sails and self-steering gear so she’d sail herself toward our destination. That gave me 

some time to relax and ponder what had driven me to take that first step off my dock and what 

exactly I was searching for on this voyage. Although I was a good sailor and confident of my 

coastal and daysailing skills, I had never done anything like this. Less than a month before, 

during the 2019 Christmas holiday season, friends and family frequently asked, “Who are you 

going with?” or “I assume you’ve done this before?” or—my favorite—“At night, do you pull 

into a harbor somewhere and sleep?” They were all good questions, asked with the best of 

intentions and asked by people who cared about me. 

In the weeks before my departure, the loved ones who had asked vague and general 

questions over the holidays started pressing me for details. However, I found that specific 

answers to specific questions would make the questioner uncomfortable and start to doubt my 

mental stability. In addition, I became tired of hearing my same replies repeated over and over to 
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different questioners. With each response, my answers sounded increasingly crazy—even to my 

own ears. When I was asked my “favorite” question about “pulling into a harbor to sleep,” I 

answered that—when on passages—I was intending to sail nonstop, around the clock. Invariably 

their next question was, “How long will it take you to get to The Bahamas and the Virgin 

Islands?” While they could fathom an overnight sail to The Bahamas, when I replied that The 

Bahamas to the Virgin Islands would take 9 to 12 days, they’d say incredulously, “You’re 

planning to not sleep for nine days?” While I would do my best to explain that the ocean is a 

very big place and Hazel is outfitted with several autopilot and self-steering systems and, in 

stable weather, once she is on course with sails adjusted, she can sail herself for hours without 

human intervention thus allowing me to catnap—I typically lost my listener within the first 

minute of my response.  

 

The favorable wind shift and freshening breeze that the wind gods had bestowed 

continued through the night. Our average speed during the Gulf Stream crossing was about 4 

knots; through the night we maintained an exhilarating 6.5-knot average speed. While a 2.5-knot 

difference doesn’t sound like much to someone driving at 70 miles per hour or flying 500 miles 

per hour, it’s 60% faster than 4 knots.  

We sailed through the pitch-blackness until 20 nautical miles from the Berry Islands, 

when I started seeing the faintest traces of color in the eastern sky off our starboard bow. At first 

sighting, I thought my eyes were playing tricks. I deliberately closed my eyes a few seconds and 

blinked hard when I reopened them. The color to the east was unmistakable. It heralded the 

dawn, the sun, and the promise of a coming day. 

To celebrate I climbed below decks and brewed a pot of coffee. Ten minutes later, back 

in Hazel’s cockpit, steaming mug in hand, I marveled at the sunrise. With the intensity of the 

night sail, I hadn’t thought about Colleen in hours, but seeing the glowing and now growing 

dawn pulled her back into my mind. Jupiter, Mars, and Venus were clustered in the eastern sky, 

and as they faded into the growing daylight, I let my thoughts of Colleen fade, for now. I forgot 

about everything on land and back home—now a country away—and I felt good.  

After the sun cleared the horizon, I hoisted a bandana-sized yellow flag in Hazel’s 

starboard rigging to indicate to Bahamian authorities that Hazel is a foreign-flagged vessel and 

we had not yet cleared Bahamian customs and immigration. Formally, the flag communicates the 
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phrase “My vessel is healthy and I request free pratique.” In plain-English the phrase means that 

the vessel is free from contagious disease, but captain and crew will quarantine and not venture 

off the boat until processed through customs and immigration. At the time, I had no idea that the 

somewhat arcane and then-seldom used word “quarantine” would soon engulf the entire world.  

At 9:00 a.m. that morning, 10 hours after we had rounded Great Isaac Cay, Hazel and I 

made landfall in the Berry Islands. The Berrys are about 30 cays in the central Bahamas, 15 

nautical miles due north of the largest Bahamian island of Andros and 35 nautical miles 

northwest of the Bahamian capital of Nassau on New Providence Island. At 7 miles long and 3 

miles wide, Great Harbour Cay is the largest island in the Berrys. It’s also home of Great 

Harbour Cay Marina—my intended arrival location in The Bahamas. About 5 miles out from 

Great Harbour Cay, as my charts indicated, I started “climbing” out of the deep water of the 

Northwest Providence Channel and onto the Great Bahama Bank. The water’s color changed 

from the deep blue depths of the channel to the brilliant turquoise of the bank. Once on the bank, 

in 15 to 30 feet of water, the alternating light patches of sand and dark patches of coral glided 

under Hazel’s keel.  

Several miles outside of the marina, I doused Hazel’s sails, fired-up her diesel engine, 

and hailed the harbormaster on the radio:  

Great Harbour Cay marina, Great Harbor Cay marina, Great 

Harbour Cay marina. This is sailing vessel Hazel James. We are a 

31-foot monohull, drawing 5-feet and requesting a temporary berth 

to check into the country and also inquiring if you have a transient 

slip available for a several night stay.  

Fortunately, the marina had a slip available, so not only could I clear Bahamian customs and 

immigration, I could also, get some rest while tied to a secure dock, enjoy hot showers, and 

explore the island. About noon, dockhands at the marina helped me with Hazel’s lines and we 

tied her up. I gathered Hazel’s ship’s papers and my passport, stepped off her deck and onto 

Bahamian soil, and made my way to the customs and immigration office. After a short wait and a 

reasonable fee, I was cleared-in to the country and walked back to Hazel with a beaming smile 

on my face. On deck, I lowered the yellow flag from her starboard rigging and hoisted the 

Bahamian courtesy flag, indicating that we had checked into the country. I went below deck into 

her saloon, ate a quick bite, and took a long and well-deserved nap.  
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As I drifted off to sleep I thought about home, a mere 120 nautical miles distant. While 

that’s a hop for a small plane, given my mode of transport, it was now a world away. 

Emotionally, it was even further. 
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6. 2009–2012—A Crack in Everything 

 

At the conclusion of Chapter 4, Colleen, our two children, and I had moved from a quiet 

Pittsburgh suburb to Bengaluru, India, and then to Pompano Beach, Florida. Colleen had a 

part-time retail and web job at a tennis store, and the kids were entering high school. 

 

Ring the bells that still can ring 

Forget your perfect offering 

There is a crack, a crack in everything  

That's how the light gets in 

—Leonard Cohen, Anthem 

 

These four lines were pasted to our refrigerator the last couple years of Colleen’s life. A friend of 

Colleen’s had made her an artistic placard of the lyrics with hand-lettered calligraphy. From my 

perspective, the cracks on the surface of our lives started to appear during the school year of 

2008–2009. Emma entered her first year of high school, and Jack was a junior in the same school 

and had just gotten his driver’s license. We had a second car and the first time the kids told 

Colleen that she didn’t need to drive them to school—that they’d rather drive themselves—it hit 

her hard. While part of her was happy to witness their burgeoning independence, another part felt 

no longer needed—an abrupt end to a highly successful but over-achieving 16-year career as a 

full-time mom. 

At the time, I thought that things were starting to change in our family calculus. 

However, with the benefit of 12 years of hindsight, I think a more accurate interpretation would 

be that things were starting to emerge. The “perfect offering” that Colleen strove to present to 

the world may have just been a brittle veneer, thinly enveloping deep and dark thoughts in her 

brain. To an outside observer, even one who knew her as well as I did, it looked like change. 

However, to the entirety that was Colleen, the veneer cracked and what had been hidden 

underneath surfaced…with a vengeance. 

To close the gap she was feeling in her life, Colleen brought dogs into our family, two 

large Rhodesian Ridgebacks. They were living, loving beings who were always there and never 

judged, and Colleen was enthralled. Sometimes, she’d refer to them as “the kids,” and I was 
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never sure if she did that on purpose to be funny or as an unconscious Freudian slip—a 

manifestation of something missing in her life, that had once belonged to her but had been lost to 

adolescence and early adulthood. Emma, Jack, and I loved the dogs—but for Colleen, it was far 

different and far deeper.  

Also, during that 2008–2009 timeframe, the demands of her “part-time” job grew to full 

time and beyond. The tennis shop where she worked had a medium-sized retail space, but the 

owner had visions of a regional chain of destination tennis stores supported by a robust online 

presence. The owner was competing with national chain sports stores, local tennis club pro 

shops, and online tennis retailers. Colleen ran the store’s website, and typical of Colleen, she 

threw herself into the work with abandon. She did this partly because of the bigger picture of 

who she was and partly because of what was happening at home: the kids were maturing and 

rightfully asserting more independence. The kudos from colleagues and the storeowner helped 

fill a hole in her soul.  

Soon, the store’s toll-free number that was posted on its website for ordering assistance, 

and customer service was routed directly to Colleen’s personal cell phone. For $12 an hour and a 

purported 30 hours a week, she was fielding calls at all hours day and night, and on weekends. 

A wildly unhealthy codependence between the storeowner and Colleen developed. He 

was trying to open new storefronts when retail was being decimated by online shopping. His 

online business that Colleen managed was flourishing and providing short-term cash for his 

quixotic storefront adventures. To complicate the matter, Amazon and other large online retailers 

were evolving from selling entry-level tennis gear to high-end gear—the same merchandise that 

was the lifeblood of his store—and Nike and other manufacturers were starting to sell directly to 

consumers via the internet. To compete in this fiercely evolving landscape, the owner needed 

someone like Colleen, and Colleen was smart, quick, willing to do anything for the business, and 

great with customers. I realize now she needed that job. The proverbial “it’s not about the 

money” was true (especially at $12 an hour). What she needed was kudos, stimulation, and 

exhilaration of a job well done.  

Simultaneously, my career was going extraordinarily well. I was cofounding a start-up 

consulting firm that demanded long hours and constant travel during the work week. I’d typically 

travel from Monday mornings through late Thursday nights (often returning at midnight on 

Thursday) and work from home on Fridays. Although Colleen could work from home 
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occasionally, Friday became her mandatory onsite day and she’d also close the storefront at 8:00 

p.m. One typical Friday afternoon when I was working from home Colleen texted me that she 

was going out with work friends after she closed the store. I was happy for her; she had good 

friends at work and wanted to hang out with them. However, it was the beginning of a pattern. 

Her going-out for a drink with work friends quickly became an every-Friday thing. Though I 

tried to be tolerant, I started to resent this happening every Friday—at least in part because she 

never invited me to join her. To be fair, even if she had invited me, I wouldn't have been that 

excited about going. During my work week I dined with colleagues and clients two to three 

nights a week, so going out on a Friday night was the last thing I felt like doing. I enjoyed the 

quiet time around the house catching up with home things, walking our dogs, having a cocktail 

or a few beers. That’s code for “a cocktail and a few beers.” Still, I was coherent when she got 

home and we’d talk, make love, and go to bed looking forward to the rest of the weekend. 

Over the months, her arrival home after her Friday nights pushed past midnight as plans 

with friends became more elaborate. She started seeing a lot of local music, and often the 

headlining band didn’t come on stage until 11:00 p.m. I started going to bed by myself on most 

Friday nights. If I was feeling pissed-off, which I often was, I’d ride my bike to The Briny Pub, a 

local bar, and the next morning wonder how I got home and hope that my bike would be safely 

parked in the garage. 

 

Eventually, drugs (other than the drug of alcohol) crept into her Friday nights out. I 

suspected something different was happening but wasn’t sure. For me, my suspicions (about 

drugs) were harder to accept than her having drinks with friends. Although alcohol is a drug, 

there was something different in my mind about other drugs. Although I was no “babe in the 

woods,” at the time I had no idea how commonplace drugs were in the South Florida club 

culture. 

We had both experimented in our younger days and often together, but that stopped when 

we got married and had kids. To be clear, the “drugs” stopped—the “cocktail culture” continued, 

and many times, to my regret, my young children saw me seriously impaired. However, Colleen 

and I had a tacit understanding that a joint now-and-then at a concert would violate the antidrug 

education the kids learned in school. 
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Colleen’s re-introduction to drugs started through her work friends, or through friends of 

those friends, when she was out on Friday nights. Although I had suspected her smoking some 

cannabis, the substance itself bothered me less than the thought of her doing it without me, or 

without asking or even telling me what she was doing. Prior to those dark times, I thought of us 

as inseparable, as keeping no secrets whatsoever. When I’d ask her about it the day after an 

especially late night, she’d get vague and not answer directly. She’d then say that, even if she 

was smoking weed, it was no big deal and everybody did it. I wonder often that if she had come 

to me and said that she’d like to do some experimentation together, how would things have 

ended up? However, she didn’t.  

One Saturday afternoon when Colleen was running some errands and I was at home 

consumed with anger about her getting home late the night before, I went through her stuff. I 

found a little knit purse with a glass pipe, a small bag of pot, and a lighter. I could have 

confronted her when she got home but I didn’t. Besides, I found it when deliberately going 

through her personal things without her permission. If I had confronted her, it would have been a 

clear indication that I didn’t trust her.  

 

As Colleen started seeing more local live music, she had a reason to start going out on 

Saturday nights as well. About the time I was getting used to her being out late on Friday nights, 

her Saturday night outings inserted themselves into “our” calendar. On top of that, once a month 

or so she started traveling to other cities to see touring bands and attend music festivals—the jam 

bands Phish and Widespread Panic were her favorites. I distinctly remember when she went 

away for a long weekend to the Wanee Music Festival in North Florida. The Allman Brothers 

were headlining the last night of the festival and played into the wee hours of Sunday morning. 

Given my travel schedule, we hadn’t seen each other since the previous weekend, and I was 

flying out again on Monday morning. When she pulled into our driveway on Sunday evening, I 

was conflicted. I was simultaneously excited to see her, yet so angry about her being away all 

weekend and doing so without inviting me. Colleen always loved giving gifts, and when the kids 

and I went out in the driveway to greet her, she gave them each a festival tee-shirt and gave me 

an Allman Brothers sticker. While the foreground read “The Allman Brothers Band” in a hippie 

font, the background was a psychedelic mushroom. Seeing that image of the magic mushroom 

set off the hair-trigger in my mind, and I immediately started a fight with her in the driveway and 
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in front of the kids. We went to bed angry with each other, and the next morning I flew away for 

the workweek. We didn’t talk until the next weekend.  

Perhaps her gift to me was just a gift and given with the best of intentions. However, it 

felt like a slap in the face, a reminder of what she was doing without me. Adding insult to injury, 

it was about this moment in our marriage that she also stopped wearing her engagement and 

wedding rings. She used to take her rings off every night to sleep, and one day she left them on 

her bedside table and never wore them again. After a couple weeks, when I asked her about it, 

she said that in the hot Florida weather the rings chafed her skin. Like the Allman Brothers Band 

sticker, perhaps her response was 100% truthful. However, not wearing her rings felt to me that 

she was yearning for freedom, to be seen by others as not being tied down. For my part, rather 

than suggest she get them resized, I withdrew in resignation. I thought, I’m a proud person and 

I’m not going to beg anybody to do anything—not even if the “anybody” is my wife of 20 years, 

and the “anything” is her wearing the rings that I gave her.  

For a couple months, I continued to wear my wedding ring. Then, one Monday morning 

before I left for the airport and the workweek, I took off my wedding band and have never put it 

on since. When I first stopped wearing the ring, I felt half-naked, as I rarely had taken it off since 

our wedding day. I thought I’d get awkward questions from my colleagues at work about not 

wearing it. However, in the nine years between when I stopped wearing my ring and Colleen’s 

death, I have never faced even a single question. It’s a great example of how we tend to obsess 

about how others will see us, when others—especially good friends—don’t really care about the 

minutiae and the physical manifestations of us.  

Even though these were terribly difficult times for me and I was simultaneously angry 

about what she was doing and jealous that I wasn’t involved with this new life of hers, I would 

often see her as incredibly beautiful and sexy. The arousal was heightened by her mystery—by 

her untamed nature. This was a woman I knew intimately and yet didn’t know at all.  

 

Between our near-constant low-level discord and eruptions into outright fighting, much 

of our sex became make-up sex. Some say that make-up sex is the best sex, and I can see their 

point. While the prelude to the make-up sex took its toll on both of us, the sex itself helped make 

up for it. Those times were an odd juxtaposition for me. At home, I was suffering a crisis of 

confidence, but professionally the consulting firm I had cofounded was thriving. I was leading 
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big, meaningful projects for clients, and our growing firm was giving colleagues the opportunity 

to progress in their careers, provide for their families and be a part of a tribe, a band of brothers 

and sisters. Although professional success was gratifying, it didn’t mitigate the personal torment: 

My wife of twenty years was no longer wearing her wedding rings and had little-to-no interest in 

doing social things with me.  

I started journaling to help me grasp what was going on. Today, when I read my early 

journals, I see my former self trying to understand how our marriage got to where it was. In my 

efforts to make sense of all that was changing, I’d try to empathize with her. I’d journal about my 

whitewater kayaking days, 10 years earlier. At that time, if I didn’t go kayaking at least once a 

month, I’d be a worse husband and father for it. It was a relatively dangerous sport; some would 

say foolhardy with young kids at home. Back then, all my paddling buddies were either single, 

married with no kids, or had grown kids—I was an anomaly with a young family at home. Still, 

I’d come home on a Saturday evening after paddling a challenging creek or river and be better 

equipped to be a partner and parent. Was Colleen looking to do the same thing but in a different 

way with her exploring and following live music? When I needed to kayak, she never seemed to 

begrudge my actions and was always supportive. Why couldn’t I be the same to her now? On the 

other hand, when I was whitewater kayaking, I never stopped wearing my wedding ring, and 

tried to get her interested in the sport and become a “paddling chick.”  

One Sunday morning after she had had a couple late nights out with friends, I asked her, 

“Why are you doing this? Why the big change suddenly?” In a moment of clear introspection, 

she responded, “I feel like this is my time. I never had a young adulthood. I jumped from 

graduating from college to marriage to being a mother without a break. I want this time to go 

back and live my life while I’m still relatively young, while I still can.” Although I was glad I 

had asked the question and her response was insightful, it was also heartbreaking to me on a 

couple levels. First, that she wanted more from her life than to be with me. Second, that in our 20 

years of marriage, these feelings were growing inside her but I had never noticed, or I was 

difficult to talk to and she was never comfortable discussing her deepest feelings with me. 

To be fair, we also had good times during this period in our lives. The kids were thriving, 

Jack attended college locally and lived at home with us while Emma decided to pursue her 

college studies in her hometown of Pittsburgh.   
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An undercurrent to all the change in lifestyle was that Colleen’s work continued at its 

frenetic pace. When we weren’t fighting, our conversations became dominated by her 

dissatisfaction with work. The storeowner increasingly struggled, swimming upstream in a river 

of business trends that were all flowing downstream. While he would frequently give Colleen 

small bonuses or gift cards to recognize her job was well done, he needed every ounce of her to 

keep the business afloat. When Colleen gave 100%, he’d ask for 105%. When she would give 

that 105%, he’d ask for 110%—and the process would continue. Without limits from her, his 

requests were unchecked. I considered talking to him myself but didn’t want to be a “helicopter 

parent” to my wife. I offered suggestions to Colleen, but if there was going to be a difficult 

conversation with him, she would have to be the one to initiate it and she was unwilling to do 

that. Her friends and I tried to encourage her to set boundaries such as getting a dedicated cell 

phone for customer-service calls and turning it off when she wasn’t on the clock, or call-

forwarding after-hours calls to the owner’s phone, but Colleen let her work become an all-

consuming obsession, a shape of things to come. 

One evening, over a couple drinks and in the middle of a work-rant from Colleen, I 

interrupted and suggested, “If you’re that unhappy about work and the direction of the store, why 

don’t you just quit?” Her pay was stagnant and we were fortunate to not be dependent on her 

income. If we would have added up her car travel, work clothes, cell phone bills from dealing 

with domestic and international work calls, house cleaning while she worked and other related 

expenses—financially it would be a wash. I added to the conversation, “You love dogs so much, 

why don’t you get our dogs certified for therapy and volunteer with them, or volunteer at an 

animal shelter? Or, start your own nonprofit animal rescue and pet adoption agency?” While I 

thought they were good ideas and coming from a genuine place in my heart, there was a sliver of 

selfishness in my suggestions. A part of me was plain tired of hearing her complain about how 

bad work was and how badly she thought the owner was mismanaging the business.  

I had no idea what I was about to unleash. In hindsight, I should have fully thought 

through what I had proposed. Like a beginning chess player I was thinking only about the next 

move. Although I wasn’t entirely happy about her partying, and traveling to see music without 

me, by this point we had worked our marriage into a delicate homeostasis. Little did I know that 

removing her job from the equation would cause the turmoil that it did. Or, in looking at it from 

another perspective, perhaps the turmoil was always there but just below the surface of her 
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smiling exterior. If so, quitting the job seemed to be the precipitating factor that punched through 

the veneer and started the snowball rolling. But if that is the case, if it weren’t the quitting of the 

job, it would have been something else. Sooner or later the beast would have muscled its way to 

the surface and emerged into the light—someway, somehow, sometime. 

 

While I don’t remember the exact date, I do know it was on a Thursday. That day, I had 

the good fortune to catch an earlier flight home from the week’s work and I arrived at our house 

around dinnertime. As I walked through the front door, Colleen excitedly announced, “Well, I 

did it!”  

“Did what?” I asked—my mind still preoccupied with a conundrum at work. She replied 

with finality, “I quit my job!” We smiled at each other and celebrated with a drink. 
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7. Entering The Bahamas 

 

At the close of Chapter 5, Hazel James and I had completed the relatively short passage from 

Biscayne Bay to the Berry Islands and had arrived at Great Harbour Cay Marina. 

 

For several years, I had dreamt of leaving the US mainland and cruising on my own boat for an 

extended period. Now, through a series of unfortunate and fortunate events, I was living my 

dream. While I wouldn’t yet say, “I was doing it,” I was at least starting. My heart felt an odd 

juxtaposition of comfort and trepidation. The comfort came from knowing that if I were to have 

a massive heart attack, be hit by lightning, or sink my boat and drown—I would die pursuing my 

dreams. What could be a better way to go? On the other hand, my trepidation came from this 

firm belief: happiness equals reality minus expectations. Dreams inevitably lead to expectations, 

and while my dreams of a sailing life had helped me through the sadness, anger, and grief of the 

past several years, my expectations had also grown during that period, and I was concerned that 

my expectations could never be matched by reality. 

The Great Harbour Cay Marina had dockage for approximately 65 boats and was near 

full. As I strolled the docks and observed other boats, I wasn’t surprised that—of the sailing 

vessels—31-foot Hazel James was on the small side, perhaps the smallest there. As with cars and 

SUVs on US roads, the tendency is toward larger and larger vessels. However, size begets 

expense and complexity, and I was intent on simplifying my life.  

With a population of 350, the town of Bullock’s Harbour on Great Harbour Cay is the 

largest settlement in the Berry Islands and a 15-minute bicycle ride from the marina. In my 

exploration, I discovered Brown’s Garden, a tiny restaurant with one table outside and two tables 

inside, run by Ronnie Brown. The two times I dined at his rustic, pastel yellow cottage, I was the 

only patron. On my first visit, I enjoyed an appetizer of spicy conch salad and, for my entrée, 

“scorch conch” (deep-fried conch). While many people in the US know the word “conch” from 

the term “Conch Republic” (a tongue-in-cheek name for the Florida Keys), they have no idea 

that a conch is a large sea snail (a mollusk with a single spiral shell) and the word rhymes with 

“bonk.” If you hear someone pronounce conch and it rhymes with “launch,” you can be sure he 

doesn’t know what he is talking about—like pronouncing the word “cay” (as in Great Harbour 

Cay) like the letter “K” (whereas the proper pronunciation is “key”).  
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Ronnie Brown was dark-skinned, tall and lean with close cropped and gray flecked hair. 

His face was shaved clean except for a soul patch (a single patch of hair under his lower lip). He 

was quick with a smile and quicker with a joke. Being the only one in his restaurant, I had good 

conversations with him about the Berry Islands and The Bahamas. The restaurant’s menu was 

artistically painted on the wall, and after I read through it, I almost asked if the conch was fresh 

but decided the question might be insulting.  

Immediately after I ordered, he started to walk out the front door (I had expected him to 

walk into the kitchen in the back). When I asked where he was going, he said cheerfully, “To get 

the conch, of course!” He added, “Do you want to come?” I was more than intrigued and of 

course joined him. We walked across the potholed, two-lane road that was the “main drag” of 

Bullock’s Harbour and down a small embankment to a tiny cove on the ocean. Since we were on 

the Great Bahama Bank and it was a still evening, the ocean water was nearly flat. The cove 

faced westward and the sun was setting over some cays several miles away. The black limestone 

of the cove, and the surrounding buttonwood bushes and mangrove trees framed the sun 

perfectly as it disappeared behind the distant islands.  

After we marveled at the sunset, I noticed a small line tied around a mangrove root that 

stretched into the water. Ronnie picked up the line and carefully retrieved it hand over hand. It 

was about 20 feet long, and at the end of it were six conchs. Each had a small hole drilled in the 

flared lip of its shell, and the line was strung through the holes and tied off at the last conch’s 

shell. The string prevented them from escaping while they stayed alive and fresh in the ocean 

water. He untied the line from the last conch, set the shell on dry land, retied the line on the new 

last conch, and dropped them back in the water. Ronnie produced a small hammer with a sharp 

point on it (like a geologist's hammer), examined the shell with experienced eyes, and deftly 

chiseled a hole in the whorl (the spiral, pointed side of the shell). After he was satisfied with the 

hole, he pulled an oyster knife out of his pocket and with surgical precision inserted the blade 

into the hole and cut the conch’s main muscle that attaches its body to its shell. Ronnie rotated 

the shell over a stainless-steel bowl he had brought from the restaurant, and the boneless body of 

the mollusk fell into the bowl with a plop. In observing this procedure, I chuckled about my 

question of the conch’s freshness that I almost posed to Ronnie 10 minutes ago.  
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Ronnie was careful to use nearly every piece of the conch. He sliced into the animal with 

a well-worn, fixed-blade knife that had undoubtedly seen many conchs. One small piece of the 

animal was especially tender and good raw. He offered most of it to me and enjoyed some 

himself. It was sweet like a lobster, briny like an oyster, but with a firmer texture than both. He 

cut out especially tough and inedible pieces and left them on the rocks for village fisherman to 

use as bait, and for the herons—whoever got there first. He placed the empty shell to dry in the 

next day’s sun, and other villagers would collect it, polish it and sell it to tourists.  

Back at Brown’s Garden, he first washed the meat (my future dinner) in freshwater and 

then pounded it flat with a meat-tenderizing hammer. He said that was “the secret”—without 

tenderization, most conch meat is very tough.  

The dinner was delicious and the conversation even better. After dinner, we said our 

goodbyes, and I had an exhilarating no-lights, nighttime bicycle ride back to the marina. The 

Bahamians drive English-style, on the left side of the road, so when cycling an American must 

be constantly overriding his instincts as to which is the “safe” side of the road. 

 

On my last morning in the marina, I topped off my water tanks and paid my bill with the 

marina’s cashier and motored out of the harbor. I anchored on “the outside” for several nights in 

8 to 10 feet of water and a quarter mile off the land. The closest other boat was several hundred 

yards away, and I initially welcomed the solitude, but over my several nights at anchor found it a 

touch lonely. 

Anchored in shallow water off Bullock’s Harbour gave me the first opportunity to try out 

my dinghy solution. The word "dinghy" is derived from an old Hindi word for a sailing or 

rowing passenger vessel. In modern-English nautical parlance, a dinghy is a small rowing or 

powerboat, serving as a “tender” to a mothership. All cruising sailboats need some kind of 

dinghy. Hazel “draws” 5 feet, and 10 feet of water is an ideal anchoring depth for her. When 

anchored in 10 feet of water close to shore, how does a sailor, wishing to get to shore, do so 

without swimming? The answer is, by carrying a small boat aboard the larger vessel. Regardless 

of how the dinghy is propelled, it needs to get into the shallowest water. Restaurants and towns 

that cater to cruisers in the islands generally have a “dinghy dock” where dinghies of all shapes 

and sizes are tied. The typical modern dinghy is 8–12 feet long, inflatable and powered by a 

small outboard engine. Given Hazel’s size and my preferences, I didn’t want to deal with an 
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outboard engine, so I had opted for an inflatable kayak. While I had tested launching and 

boarding it when Hazel was moored to my dock, I hadn’t yet used it while cruising. That first 

day anchored off Bullock’s Harbor, I inflated and launched the kayak, and it worked perfectly! 

In the late afternoon of my first night anchored, I paddled to Brown’s Garden for a spiny lobster 

dinner.  

 

The next day was a fine winter’s day in The Bahamas with light winds and temperatures 

in the 70s. After some breakfast and tidying Hazel, I boarded the kayak with snorkeling gear and 

paddled several miles to a 1980s plane wreck and a nearby blue hole. The plane wreck was in 3 

to 5 feet of water, which made it ideal for snorkeling. The medium-sized twin engine plane went 

down shortly after takeoff from the airstrip on Bullock’s Harbour. My cruising guidebook 

indicated that there was also a “blue hole” in the shallow water near the airplane wreck. I had 

never seen one and was excited to find it.  

About 20,000 years ago the earth was at the peak of its most recent ice age, and that is 

when Bahamian blue holes were formed. Much of the earth’s water was trapped in glaciers and 

ice near the poles, and sea level was more than 400 feet lower than it is today, exposing the 

limestone of the Bahama Banks to the elements. While limestone is relatively soft and prone to 

erosion, it is not uniformly soft. Its sedimentary origin results in isolated spots that are softer than 

the surrounding rock. In the ice age rains, these soft spots eroded faster than the surrounding 

terrain, eventually filling them with mineral-rich water and forming blue holes. Of the hundreds 

of blue holes in The Bahamas, the rims of some are well above today’s sea level, and the rims of 

others are submerged in 30 feet or more of water. The rim of the one I was trying to find was just 

below today's sea level. The combination of depth, minerals that well up from underground, and 

the subtropical sun produce an incredible color that, so far, I had only seen in pictures. The exact 

depth of most blue holes is a mystery—worldwide, the greatest depth recorded is nearly 1,000 

feet in a South China Sea blue hole.  

While it would have been easy to spot this blue hole from a plane or helicopter or 

elevated flying-bridge of a fishing boat, since I was snorkeling on the surface, I had to search for 

it. When I happened upon the blue hole, it was magical. I was gliding over shallow white sand 

and turtle grass, examining an occasional baby conch burrowing a trail in the sand or spiny 

lobster poking its antennae out from a coral shelf. The brilliant sun reflecting off the white sand 
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was almost blinding. Then—as I was mesmerized by the sea life on the shallow bottom and 

starting to forget about the blue hole—I happened upon its rim. Within 10 feet of swimming 

distance, what I saw through the lenses of my diving mask transformed from white sand and pale 

green sea grass so close I could touch it, to a submarine cliff plunging into turquoise blue depths 

to a bottomless azure blue. It was like looking down at the sky.  

Through my snorkel, I heard my regular breathing catch as I was stunned by the beauty 

unfolding before me. I continued swimming and snorkeling for about 75 feet and, as I reached 

the opposite rim, the process reversed itself. I began to see the submarine cliff rocketing out of 

the depths and leveling off to white sand and turtle grass. From my vantage point, the blue hole 

was perfectly round, and I repeated my snorkeling traverse of it several times, each time 

marveling at the dramatic changes of the seafloor. 

 

While I was thoroughly enjoying my time in the central Bahamas, and delighting in the 

cruising life, my plan was to reach the Virgin Islands. In order to attempt that sail, I needed to 

position Hazel in the easternmost Bahamas. In poring over my charts and cruising books, I 

decided that my next lengthy sail would be to the eastern Bahama islands of Eleuthera, 55 

nautical miles due east across the Northeast Providence Channel. At an average speed of 4–5 

knots, that’s 11 to 14 hours of sailing. Given I’d never been to Eleuthera before, I wanted to 

make landfall in good daylight therefore I elected to depart the Berry Islands in the early evening 

and sail through the night, arriving in Eleuthera shortly after dawn.  

I checked the weather forecast and was happy to see the wind for that night was predicted 

to be from the south and west at 10–15 knots—perfect for my due-east sail.  

In retrospect, I suppose the average wind speed that night was in the predicted 10–15 

knot range. However, averages are averages and don’t always tell the story. The sailing started 

off slow with the wind well below 10 knots, and too much from the east. While Hazel “points” 

fairly well when the wind is 10–20 knots, going upwind when the wind is below 10 knots is slow 

going. At that wind speed and point of sail, she behaves like an airplane that’s flying at the edge 

of its airspeed—any drop in the plane’s speed (or any lull in the wind for Hazel) causes a stall. 

Given that, my sailing from 6:00 p.m. to midnight was a slog. Maybe that was for the better 

though as I had a bit of ship traffic to contend with. To the south of me, off my starboard beam, 

was New Providence Island and Nassau, the capital of The Bahamas and a popular cruise-ship 
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port of call. To port were the Stirrup Cays, and to the north of the Stirrup Cays was the 

Northwest Providence Channel (the gateway to the ports of Ft. Lauderdale and Miami). 

All those destinations to the north and south, combined with my west-to-east course 

meant that I was sailing perpendicular to the flow of ship traffic, and that evening I made good 

use of my Automatic Information System—an electronic device aboard Hazel James that both 

broadcasts information about Hazel to other vessels equipped with AIS, and receives information 

about those vessels. When a vessel’s AIS receives another vessel’s AIS transmission, the 

receiving unit electronically plots the position of the transmitting vessel on the navigator’s 

electronic charts. From that information the AIS calculates the closest point of approach (CPA) 

of the two vessels and time of closest point of approach (TCPA). An alarm can be set for 

minimum CPA and TCPA thresholds—for instance, “Sound the alarm if another vessel is going 

to pass within 2 nautical miles of me within the next 20 minutes.” 

While the primary tools to use when navigating are the human eyeball and good common 

sense, sailing at night is disorienting. When first detecting a faint set of lights, it’s difficult to 

discern if they are from a big ship far away that has just come above your visible horizon or a 

small boat very close. From when we set sail at 6:00 p.m. until midnight, I kept myself busy 

tracking freighters and cruise ships, and the occasional small boats that weren’t outfitted with an 

AIS transponder. During that time the wind stayed below 10 knots, too low for my tastes, but at 

last—around 10:00 p.m.—it started to veer toward the south and west, which helped Hazel’s 

boat speed.  

Before we had embarked from the Berry Islands, I programmed a waypoint (in latitude 

and longitude) off the western shore of Eleuthera into Hazel’s GPS. When the boat is moving, 

the GPS constantly calculates the estimated time of arrival (ETA) at the waypoint based on the 

boat’s current speed. Given the low wind and our slow boat speed, at midnight our ETA to make 

landfall at the waypoint was about noon—12 more hours of sailing. At that point I was happy I 

chose to sail through the night, giving us lots of daylight and flexibility for when we made 

landfall. 

By midnight, we had sailed east of the shipping and cruise-ship lanes so the ocean around 

us, based on visual inspection and confirmed by the AIS, was empty. Then—after midnight—the 

wind and weather started to change, at first almost imperceptibly and then quite distinctly. The 

wind veered even more to the west (further off our nose) and its speed increased—first into the 
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10–15 knot range and then into the 15–20 knot range. If it were daylight, we would have seen a 

low, dark band of clouds above us as a frontal boundary passed, but on this moonless night, we 

saw nothing of the sky. As if out of a trance, Hazel awoke and gathered speed from a walk to a 

trot. Soon, she was galloping eastward through the building waves and into the pitch-black night. 

I went below decks and checked our course and noted with satisfaction that the calculated ETA 

on the GPS had dropped from noon to 7:00 a.m.—perfect to coincide with sunrise! 

While the changes in ship traffic and weather were to the short-term good, what 

happened next—although challenging in the moment—was ultimately a valuable confidence 

builder for me. Hazel was bubbling along under “full canvas” (that is, an un-reefed mainsail and 

both headsails up). However, the wind was now in the 20–25 knot range with 25–30 knot gusts. 

With our increased boat speed, the ETA for our waypoint had dropped to 5:00 a.m.—too early 

for us to be making landfall.  

For a couple reasons we needed to “shorten sail” and depower Hazel. Firstly, to slow her 

down a little so that we wouldn’t make landfall in Eleuthera before sunrise. Secondly, she was 

clearly being overpowered by the wind, and sailboats don’t like to be overpowered—they don’t 

sail as well, and the risk of breaking something increases exponentially. About the time I decided 

that we needed to shorten sail, the rain started. On top of that, the wind had produced a short, 

nasty chop that was uncomfortable. This part of the Northeast Providence Channel is notorious 

for rapidly building into choppy seas. 

My first course of action to slow Hazel down and get her under better control was to reef 

the mainsail. Reefing a sail involves partially lowering it to decrease the amount of effective sail 

area presented to the wind and thus reduce the amount of power the sail transfers to the boat. 

Hazel’s mainsail has two reef points. The first reef starts the process, and the second reef 

provides an additional reduction in sail area if needed. A sail reduced to its first reef is said to be 

“single reefed” and when reduced to its second reef is “double reefed.” 

Reefing Hazel’s mainsail involved me leaving the relative comfort and safety of her 

cockpit and making my way to the base of her mast. I was grateful that I had outfitted Hazel with 

jacklines and tethers that, for the most part, kept me attached to her when offshore. After double 

reefing Hazel's mainsail at the base of the mast, I returned to the cockpit and observed her sailing 

for five or 10 minutes to see the effect. While she was doing better, the wind and seas had 
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continued to build, and our ETA was still too early in the morning—I had to reduce even more 

sail area. 

Hazel is cutter rigged, meaning that she carries two headsails (jibs, sails ahead of the 

mast). The “yankee” is the larger, higher, and forwardmost of the two headsails, and the 

“staysail” is smaller in area and is flown below and aft of the yankee. We needed to “douse the 

yankee” and continue under double reefed mainsail and staysail. The key problem is that when I 

embarked, I didn’t prepare my rigging for winds like these. To get the yankee down 

conveniently, I’d need to venture onto the foredeck—an easy stroll in daylight, with light winds 

and shore nearby, but a different matter altogether on that night. 

Hazel has a foredeck light (also called a spreader light) that’s mounted a third of the way 

up the mast. When switched on, it illuminates the entire deck and makes nighttime sail changes 

safer and easier. I flipped its switch to see what was going on up there and sat in the cockpit 

formulating my plan and, if something were to go wrong, contingency plans. By now, the wind 

was really “honking,” and as Hazel crashed into each successive wave, the spray coming off her 

bow was impressive. There’s no time like the present, so I clipped-in to my jackline and tether 

system and headed forward.  

On one hand, getting the yankee down in 25–30 knots of wind wasn’t that big of a deal; 

on the other hand, I’d never done it in the middle of the night, far from land and far from others. 

During the maneuver, I found myself visualizing each movement before I made it, like yoga. 

While it’s tempting to move quickly and “get it over with” as soon as possible, it’s far better to 

take your time and work methodically and conservatively. I got myself in a good position sitting 

on the foredeck with my back to the wind and my feet securely on her leeward bulwark rail and 

slowly eased the yankee’s halyard. As the sail started coming down, it luffed wildly (flapping), 

which created a deafening racket, even over the howling wind. At this point in sail handling, it’s 

important not to be intimidated by the violent and noisy luffing of the sail—if you do things 

right, it will get better soon. As I remained wedged on the deck and continued to ease the 

yankee’s halyard, I gathered the loose and luffing sail hand-over-hand and lashed it to Hazel’s 

bow rail and lifelines. The more I gathered and lashed, the quieter the sail became. 

Once the yankee was fully down and lashed, Hazel stood up straighter and got back to the 

business of sailing. I sat on the foredeck for a couple more minutes and admired my work. With 

only the double-reefed “main” and staysail flying, Hazel’s motion through the water was easier 
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and she found her rhythm in the waves. Instead of being driven down into them by the 

overpowered yankee, she lifted and glided over them. In that terrific but joyous moment I 

thought about Colleen, my partner of 29 years, and how she had died five months before. On that 

dark night on that pitching foredeck, I allowed the salty spray of the ocean to wash away the 

salty water of my tears.  

I continued to sit there, looking up at the wind-driven raindrops as they became visible in 

the glow of the foredeck light. I tried to follow specific raindrops downward until they were lost 

in the deck-level ocean spray. I remembered doing that same thing as a child, but with our front 

porch light and the first flakes of snow of the season. As I played this game, it occurred to me 

how often memories of Colleen had occupied the forefront of my attention over the past five 

months. When Colleen wasn’t at the forefront, thoughts of her were always close to top of mind. 

However, in the intensity of dealing with this situation, I had totally forgotten about her for a few 

hours. Not “forgotten” in a bad way, just “forgotten” in that I was totally occupied with 

something else. 

The rest of the night and morning was exhilarating. As we continued our spirited sail 

toward our destination waypoint, our ETA settled at a comfortable 7:00 a.m. About 5:30 I started 

to see color to the east—a beautiful sight after the night I had had. As the light in the east grew, I 

remembered Colleen again, and the hope of another day emerged, and the hope that there was a 

destination for me on the other side of this grief. 

As the sun peeked above the horizon, I spotted the islands of Eleuthera! Not only was it 

thrilling to have left one set of islands the afternoon before and arrived at another the next 

morning, but it was also thrilling to have persevered through challenging conditions. I reached 

my waypoint and made landfall as planned about 7:00 a.m., fired up Hazel’s diesel engine and 

doused and secured her sails.  

 

After anchoring in Eleuthera’s Royal Island Harbour for a couple nights, I motored to the 

fishing village of Spanish Wells, about 4 miles distant. Before weighing anchor in Royal Island 

Harbour, I made a reservation via VHF radio with the Spanish Wells Yacht Haven marina. The 

town of Spanish Wells and the Spanish Wells Yacht Haven marina were well-manicured and 

maintained. Lobstering was the primary commercial fishery in the town, and the fleet of lobster 
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fishing boats had not a spot of rust on their steel hulls. Similarly, the small houses in the town 

were painted in island pastels with obvious pride.  

While I enjoyed my three nights in Spanish Wells and could have departed from there 

into the North Atlantic Ocean for my attempted sail to the Virgin Islands, before departing I 

wanted to visit the further-eastward Harbour Island and its primary settlement of Dunmore 

Town. Besides, this would work me 20 miles toward my ultimate destination of the Virgins. The 

only problem is that getting from Spanish Wells to Harbour Island involved crossing the Devil’s 

Backbone—a piece of water as intimidating as its name. Crossing the Devil’s Backbone meant 

motoring over 10 miles of narrow and shallow channels with coral heads awash on either side. 

All the cruising guides recommended hiring a local guide to pilot Hazel through the Devil’s 

Backbone. That seemed like sound advice, so on the day before my departure from Spanish 

Wells, I made arrangements with Bruno, a well-respected fishing and diving guide, and boat 

pilot. He suggested we embark around 11:00 a.m. the next day. This timing would allow the sun 

to climb well overhead for best visibility of the coral heads that make the “the backbone” so 

treacherous and coincide with high tide which would give us a little deeper water.  

Promptly at 11:00 a.m. of my last morning in Spanish Wells, Bruno arrived at the marina 

in a small outboard skiff. After settling with the marina and saying goodbyes to Dana and Pat—

my Alaskan neighbors in the marina—I backed Hazel out of her slip and idled while Bruno 

climbed aboard Hazel and tied his skiff’s bow line on one of Hazel’s stern cleats. We would tow 

his skiff behind us and, after he finished piloting me to Harbour Island, he would make the return 

trip home to Spanish Wells on it.  

While Bruno exuded competence as a boat pilot, he was also happy-go-lucky about life. 

His blonde hair was almost white from years of sun bleaching, and the contrast with his tanned 

skin was startling. If you asked me the color of his eyes, I couldn’t tell you, as he never took off 

his mirrored sunglasses. He spoke with the peculiar, modified British accent common to those 

born in The Bahamas. He had a wealth of local knowledge from working as a yacht pilot, fishing 

and diving guide, and commercial fisherman. On our two-hour trip over the Backbone, we had a 

good conversation about the sea, changes to Eleuthera that he had witnessed in his lifetime, and 

various commercial fishing techniques. He related how the local boats commercially dive for 

lobsters, and he was interested in how my son Jack fishes for swordfish. All the while, the colors 

of the water that slipped underneath Hazel’s keel—from shimmering white sands to ominous 
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dark brown corals—were amazing. When we got to the deeper and wider waters of Harbour 

Island, he offered some suggestions of good places to anchor near Dunmore Town, accepted 

payment for his services, boarded his skiff and sped off with a hearty wave.  

 

Local nomenclature is always interesting—especially in The Bahamas. “Harbour Island'' 

is the name of the entire island that would be my home while I awaited a good weather window, 

and “Dunmore Town” is the formal name of the settlement that occupies much of the island. 

However, most locals refer to the area as “Briland,'' which is a rough contraction of “Harbour 

Island.” 

I spent almost a week anchored in a comfortable bay, west of the island and town—

exploring, reading, playing music, and waiting for my window to start my passage to the Virgin 

Islands. I traveled the town and island by foot and on one day rented a bicycle to explore the 

island further. I loved how the bike-rental experience was so “out island,” so trusting, so 

different from in the US.  

To find a bike rental agency, I visited the town’s tourism office. I expected the helpful 

woman to give me walking directions to a bike rental shop. Instead, she picked up a corded 

phone, dialed by memory, spoke briefly and hung up, then told me to wait outside. Slightly 

confused, I did as I was told (but wasn’t exactly sure what I was waiting for). Five minutes later, 

two guys show up in a golf cart—one driving and the other holding the handlebar of a bicycle 

clattering along on its own wheels next to the golf cart. They told me it would be $15 for the day. 

I gave them a five and a ten in US currency and they began to drive off in the cart—no 

paperwork, no signatures, no release of liability. As gravel crunched under the cart’s wheels, I 

shouted, “What do I do with it at the end of the day?” The driver nonchalantly turned his head 

back to me and yelled, “Leave it in front of the tourist office, we’ll pick it up!” I explored the 

island from end to end that day on my “trusty steed.” 

 

During that blissful week of waiting, I frequently hiked east through the town and to the 

ocean beach. The beach sand had a lovely light-pink hue, and a hundred yards off the beach there 

were reefs that knocked down the ocean’s swell. I’d stare at the eastern horizon and wonder if I 

would have the guts to leave this place in my wake and sail directly into that ocean. While the 

weather forecasts were predicting an upcoming favorable window, my insides churned. 
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On one of my six days at anchor, I set out in my kayak and scouted the inlet that I 

planned to transit when I departed. It was several miles south of Hazel’s anchorage, and in my 

kayak I could examine it from several angles. Although the inlet itself looked reasonable, the 

approach to the inlet was shallow, circuitous, and would require precision. At its narrowest, if I 

were off course by one or two boat lengths (30–50 feet port or starboard), I would likely run 

Hazel aground. 

The day before my departure, I weighed anchor and checked in at a marina in the town. 

That allowed me to top-off my diesel and water tanks, do laundry, get a nice lunch and dinner at 

a restaurant, take a couple hot showers, avail myself of the marina’s Wi-Fi, and do some last-

minute provisioning of fresh food. If all went well, I anticipated 1,000 nautical miles of nonstop 

sailing over the next 10 to 15 days, and I wanted to be as prepared and rested as possible.  

At the marina after dinner on the evening of Tuesday, February 11th—the eve of my 

departure—I sat in Hazel’s saloon checking and rechecking my lists about what I had done to 

prepare Hazel and what I still needed to do the next morning. As a diversion, and to snap me out 

of my compulsivity, I opened my tablet computer and read the day’s news using the marina’s 

Wi-Fi. I recall distinctly that the US news was dominated by the presidential impeachment. I 

don’t recall if I saw any international news articles about Novel Coronavirus. If I did, the news 

wasn’t yet memorable.  

I finished a blog post about my time in Briland and my plans for the passage to the Virgin 

Islands. After I was satisfied with the layout of pictures, I posted it and finished my online work 

by downloading my conventional email as it would be my last chance to do so before (hopefully) 

arriving in the Virgin Islands. I read and responded to bon voyage messages from family and 

friends and left my tablet computer plugged in so it would have a full charge in the morning. At 

the time, I didn’t realize that I had left my email app open, and since my computer was still on 

the marina’s Wi-Fi, it continued to download any new email through the night and into the 

morning. I read a poem or two out of a book of poetry and tried to sleep.  

 

I was partially rewarded by a fitful sleep. Although safely moored to the marina’s dock, 

with a hearty restaurant dinner in my belly and emotionally excited about the passage, I was also 

scared—less so about the passage and more so about getting out of the inlet and into safe, deep 

water. 
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The next day dawned clearly and the weather was holding. High tide was at noon and 

given the shallow approach to the inlet I wanted to approach the inlet shortly after high tide. That 

would put me in the deepest water possible, and if I had any engine trouble in the inlet, the 

outgoing tide would—hopefully—wash us into the sea and into deep water where I could start 

sailing. Hazel’s diesel engine is rock-solid and runs like a top—however, back-up plans never 

hurt.  

I woke early the morning of the 12th of February, reorganized Hazel’s stores, deflated and 

packed the kayak below decks. For serious bluewater ocean sailing you want the decks cleared in 

preparation for whatever may happen. About 11:00 a.m. the marina dockhand helped me cast off, 

and Hazel and I began the circuitous route to the inlet (taking a direct-line path would put us in 

water too shallow for Hazel).  

After several miles of motoring, I made my final turn toward the inlet. The center of the 

inlet was about a mile distant. In a straight line between the inlet and Hazel was a small, solitary, 

white buoy marking the narrowest part of the approach. The goal now was to point our bow at 

the center of the inlet and pass the buoy close to port. I was standing at Hazel’s helm with one 

eye on the inlet and approach-buoy, and the other on her electronic depth sounder. As I neared 

the buoy, the water became shallower and shallower...8 feet, 7.5 feet, 7 feet and holding. All my 

preparation, scouting the inlet and timing of the tides paid off, as we encountered the shallowest 

water as we passed the buoy. It was 6.5 feet (1.5 feet of water under Hazel’s keel). Minutes after, 

I cleared the inlet, hoisted sails, and began a close reach on starboard tack.  

About a mile off the coast, when I was sure we were well clear of the reefs, I stopped the 

diesel and soaked up the sounds of sailing, as a sponge soaks up water. Between my several days 

in Spanish Wells, motoring over the Devil’s Backbone and then nearly a week in Briland, it had 

been two weeks since I had been sailing. We had a gentle breeze, our course over ground was 

east-northeast, and the sky was a brilliant blue. After I got Hazel settled, I spent a long time 

watching the beach, low hills, houses and trees of Harbour Island sink into the western horizon 

behind me. As I watched Eleuthera fade away, I wondered when I would next see land and where 

that land would be. I also wondered about the challenges I would face between now and then and 

between here and there, and the changes I would undoubtedly see in myself and perhaps in the 

world.  
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Reclining in Hazel’s cockpit, I relaxed and felt good about myself—to have had the guts, 

the bravery, to sail away from the shore. As my thoughts veered dangerously close to hubris, 

memories of my sister Amy and my wife Colleen and their bravery quickly returned me to 

humility. While my decision to embark was mine alone, and I had detailed charts of every mile 

of ocean I would sail—their final voyages were not of their choosing, and they both heroically 

attempted safe passages across unknown and uncharted waters. 
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8. 2013–2014—A New Normal? 

 

At the end of Chapter 6, Colleen had quit her job at the tennis store. I was hoping that with that 

stressor out of her life and out of our lives, we could chart a better course for our relationship 

and marriage. 

 

2013 and 2014 were a blur. It was an intense time of sadness and loss. Before these years, 

nothing truly awful had happened in my life. I had been lucky in so many ways, but my luck was 

about to run out—and it would start with my mother’s demise.  

We live in a diagnostic society, and it’s hard to believe something is real until it can be 

named. Years earlier, when Colleen’s autoimmune condition was at its worst, it was challenging 

for her to answer the frequent question from others, “What’s wrong?” When she responded, “My 

doctors aren’t sure, but they think it’s a mixed connective tissue disease,” the answer seemed so 

vague, so benign—painfully inadequate to describe the boils, rashes, stiffness, and pain. Also 

without a satisfactory name was the succession of small things that added up and precipitated my 

mother’s downward spiral. In Atul Gawande’s book, Being Mortal: Medicine and What Matters 

in the End, he coins the ailment “ODTAA Syndrome” (One Damn Thing After Another), and it’s 

the best description I’ve ever heard for what my mother endured in her final years.  

While my father was good to my mother throughout her life, he was especially good to 

her in those last couple years. However, true to Gawande’s “ODTAA Syndrome,” no sooner 

would my mother start to recover from one seemingly minor health problem than another would 

emerge. She was a boxer in a fight against a series of weaker opponents. However, unlike a 

traditional fight, in each of my mother’s rounds she squared off against a new and fresh 

opponent. While none of these lesser fighters by itself could bring her down, successively each 

sapped her strength. Through all 12 rounds, her mind stayed alert and sharp, and she fully 

understood the gravity of the inevitable conclusion. 

While I was going through this with my mother, a colleague’s mother was also in decline, 

but her fight was diametrically opposite to my mother’s. My colleague’s mother’s body was 

essentially healthy, but her mind was being hollowed out by dementia. Over work dinners, my 

colleague and I would debate, If you can’t go all at once—which is the better way to go? The 



Heeling is Healing  8. 2013–2014—A New Normal? 

Copyright 2022 Daniel J. Coate all rights reserved 74 

only “good” conclusion we reached broke the fundamental rule of our debate—if possible, go all 

at once—mind and body. 

As my mother was weakening, I was fortunate to be working with a client in Pittsburgh 

and several other clients in the northeastern US. As such, I could spend frequent weekends with 

my parents and give my dad some respite. It was also an opportunity to become closer with my 

two sisters and brother. While we were never at odds with each other as adults, the four of us 

never had had a common “opponent” like this to rally us together.  

Early 2013 saw the final rounds of my mother’s fight. Eventually we admitted her to 

hospice care and two weeks later she was dead. While we were terribly sad, it was time for her to 

go. Due to problems swallowing, for the last six months of her life, my mother was prohibited 

from drinking or eating anything by mouth. She had a tube placed directly into her stomach, and 

before bed my dad would hang the bag of “food” on an IV pole and the thick tan liquid would be 

slowly pumped into her stomach during the night. This was no way to live. 

 

Soon after my mom’s funeral, I was back at work and back at home, and I called my 85-

year-old dad on a weekend morning. I didn’t have any agenda for the call beyond wanting to see 

how he was feeling.  

The call with him was deeply disturbing. What made it so disturbing was that it was not 

disturbing in the way I anticipated, but the exact opposite. When my sisters, my brother, and I 

were making funeral arrangements for our mother, we talked about the grief and potential 

depression that our father would face after the loss of his partner of 62 years. We agreed that 

we’d stay especially close to him through the early stages of grief. 

As I dialed my dad’s number, I steeled myself for his grief. Something like his saying, 

“Dan, I’m so sad I don’t even want to get out of bed,” or, “I’m going to be joining your mother 

very soon.” However, when he answered, I wasn’t ready for his chipper, “Hi buddy, I am so glad 

you called!” He was happy, full of energy, and looking forward to the day. His ebullience was 

clearly due to two things. First, while he loved his wife, the last couple years of constant 

caregiving had been hard on him. Although he was missing her, he wasn’t missing around-the-

clock caregiving. While that reason for his relative happiness made me happy, I had a hard time 

digesting the second reason… he was “interested” in someone. Dumbstruck, I almost dropped 

the phone when I heard him—two weeks after his wife's death—telling me all about a single 
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woman on the floor below him who had lost her husband. In my dad’s straightforward fashion, 

he concluded, “I’ve got to get things moving with Mary Lou. Who knows how much time we 

have left?”  

It took me several months to get past my father’s new romantic interest. It didn’t seem 

proper; it was way too soon. He should be “wearing the black armband” and mourning for a 

respectful period. This is my mother we are talking about! Through my internal consternation, I 

did my best not to overtly chastise my dad about his intentions. He had his mind set and he 

wanted companionship. My sisters and brother were equally disturbed, and we talked endlessly 

about his “lady friend.” Eventually, we came around and asked ourselves, “If we don’t like our 

dad doing ‘this’ (being happy with a lady friend), what is it that we do want for him?” Would we 

want him lonely, sad, and depressed? While he hadn’t forgotten about his Ruthie (he reminisced 

about her to a healthy degree), he courageously forged a new life for himself. Soon, he and his 

lady friend were planning a winter trip to her second home in Tucson. 

I harbored a lot of selfishness in my resistance to my father’s lady friend so soon after my 

mother’s death. But my feelings were more about me. Seeing him happy with somebody else 

was a stark reminder that my mother was not coming back. My dad and Mary Lou had several 

active years together, traveling, sharing meals, and playing cards with other couples in their 

retirement community. I give my dad credit for not dwelling on tragedy but also for not 

forgetting it. The death of his wife could have landed him in a ditch but it didn't. Instead, he 

picked himself up, dusted himself off, and continued on his familiar path to happiness. My father 

was prescient when he said, “Who knows how much time we have left?” It’s good that they did 

what they could together when they could, for today they have both moved out of independent 

living apartments into their retirement community’s skilled nursing facility. Their rooms are in 

the same hall, and they visit each other several times per week via wheelchair. 

 

Through this time, Colleen and I were trying to find our new normal, and we were having 

some success. After she left her tennis job, I should have more aggressively encouraged her to 

find that “next thing” in her life. In my defense my hands were full with my mother’s slow 

decline. Besides, all the wishing in the world changes nothing. Colleen was away a lot of 

weekends to see live music. Every so often, we traveled to music shows together, meeting in 

some city to see Phish or Widespread Panic, the New Orleans Jazz Fest or Telluride Bluegrass 
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Festival. For me, those weekends helped take the mystery out of weekends when I wasn’t 

invited. It felt like, to some degree, we were changing and growing together. 

 

As Christmas 2013 approached, I was looking forward to a peaceful holiday at home. For 

my entire career, I had been a consultant, and given the pace of my profession, end-of-year 

holidays were a welcome respite. Clients put our projects on hold, and my firm closed shop 

around the holidays. On my last flight of 2013, landing at my home airport several days before 

Christmas felt especially significant after my mother’s death earlier that year, my dad’s dating 

soon after, and Colleen and my getting to a better place. However, several days after Christmas I 

received a call from my sister Amy; the kind of call that you dread and remember forever.  

On a lazy afternoon, I was playing guitar on our front porch, enjoying a cocktail with the 

low winter sun to the west. My phone rang, and I answered, “Merry Christmas, Amy!” I said. 

She and her husband had recently moved from rural Western Pennsylvania to downtown 

Pittsburgh. After five minutes of small talk about their first Christmas in the city, she stopped the 

lighthearted conversation cold and blurted, “Dan, I have cancer.” 

Amy is four years older than I am and we were close when kids, not so close during high 

school and college, then closer than we had ever been during our adult lives. Much of that was 

driven by our children—we both had a boy and a girl, and all four were born within a few years 

of each other. When we visited, we’d no sooner open the car doors than the kids would be 

hugging, screaming, running around, playing games, being inseparable cousins. 

As she described her situation and diagnosis, I was incredulous. Amy said that after 

Thanksgiving the month before, she had noticed abdominal pain—“a stitch in my side.” She 

initially didn’t think anything of it, probably a pulled muscle from a new exercise regimen. She 

wasn’t worried, thinking it would soon heal itself. However, the pain persisted as Christmas 

approached but she didn’t say anything, not wanting to spoil the Christmas holiday for her 

young-adult children. On Christmas night, she told her husband about it. A well-connected 

doctor, he made some calls the next morning. Later that day after Christmas, they were in the 

hospital for an ultrasound and CAT scan. The radiologist didn’t like the images and ordered an 

immediate needle biopsy that confirmed malignancy. In twelve hours, she went from “having a 

pain in my side” to a diagnosis of cancer.  
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Amy’s struggle with cancer followed an accelerated trajectory that mirrored those twelve 

hours. In late October—10 months later—we’d be eulogizing 54-year-old Amy at her funeral. 

During those 10 months, her well-being—and our emotions—followed a bell curve. Given that 

Amy’s husband is a physician and Amy was a Nurse Anesthetist, they had the knowledge, the 

connections, and the means to obtain the best care. Even so, in the months after diagnosis—the 

winter and early spring of 2014—her oncology team struggled to find the right combination of 

chemotherapy to slow the neuroendocrine tumor’s growth. Given the type of tumor and its 

spread, surgery and radiation therapy were out of the question. Amy was in pain and lost weight. 

Fortunately, I was at a place professionally and personally where I could spend time with 

her and her family in Pittsburgh. The apartment building where they lived kept a furnished 

transient apartment for guests of the building’s tenants. I stayed there for weeks at a time, 

working remotely and able to see her several times per day. I’m happy for that time we had 

together, time that we will never have again. 

In the late spring of 2014, Amy’s oncology team found a chemotherapy cocktail that 

proved effective. As her tumors responded to the treatment and shrank, cautious optimism grew 

in her and in all of us. She enjoyed a good summer with her family. The thought that it might be 

her last summer began to fade from our minds. Through that summer, Amy’s time was 

punctuated by weekly visits to the oncology clinic. Each Tuesday was a routine of morning 

blood draws and tests, body scans, and oncologists interpreting the results and prescribing that 

afternoon's course of therapy. Her doctors were skilled and adjusted her chemotherapy weekly in 

a cat-and-mouse attempt to stay one step ahead of the cancer’s mutations. She spent her Tuesday 

afternoons quietly listening to music with a needle in her arm as the week’s prescribed 

chemotherapy seeped into her body drop by drop. For a time, her condition seemed to be stable 

or maybe even improving.  

Then, on a Tuesday afternoon in late-August, I was in Chicago for work and Amy called 

me. Right away, I knew it wasn’t good news. Tired from treatment, she rarely called me on 

Tuesdays. She told me that the day’s visit had been bad, real bad. The tumor markers in her 

bloodwork that morning were off the charts. The oncologists agreed that they had run out of 

therapeutic options—there was nothing more they could do. The doctors talked to Amy and her 

husband, and all of them agreed to stop therapy and enter hospice and start palliative care. It was 

no longer a question of if—but a question of when.  
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The next month and a half was brutal—it was like watching a beautiful cut flower being 

removed from its vase of water and left in the sun. My sister Amy faded away to nothing. 

Balancing her pain medications against her growing malignancies was a combination of science 

and art, and Amy’s physician-husband threw himself into that task with love and devotion. 

Although a transdermal Fentanyl patch augmented with oral narcotics for breakthrough pain was 

most effective, the question of dosage was vexing. Too little and she’d be moaning in pain. Too 

much and she’d be in an opioid stupor. The optimal dosages were ever-changing as Amy was 

constantly losing weight and the cancer was decreasing her kidney function, which slowed the 

metabolization of the medications.  

The week before Amy died, her husband took her on a “romantic” getaway to a classic 

resort in the West Virginia mountains. As my other sister and I helped them pack, I was stunned 

to see the terrible assortment of wheelchair, assistive toilet seat, cushions to alleviate bed sores, 

medications, and the other accoutrements of end-stage cancer. All things considered they had a 

good trip, but on their drive home, about an hour away from Pittsburgh, my brother-in-law called 

us and said, “Can you be there at the apartment when we arrive? I’ll need help.” When they 

pulled up to the apartment I looked through the car window at Amy in the passenger seat and 

gasped. Her decline over those several days was stark. 

I called Colleen that night and said, “You had better get up here as soon as you can.” 

When she arrived the next afternoon and the two of us were standing outside Amy’s apartment 

building, I tried to prepare Colleen for what she was going to witness. Colleen had last seen Amy 

over the summer near the peak of her “bell curve”—when things were relatively good. When 

Colleen and I walked into the apartment, Amy was lying on her bed, skin white, barely conscious 

and taking shallow, rapid breaths. Colleen—the super-experiencer of life—let go of my hand and 

rushed to the bed. Rather than sit by the bed and hold Amy’s hand like a “normal” person, 

Colleen climbed in the bed, lay next to Amy, and hugged her and sobbed. 

All our family was in the apartment that night. Around midnight the rest of us left the 

bedroom, so Amy’s husband and two children could be alone with her when she took her last 

breath.  

 

Through my sister’s decline that year, my company was in talks to join forces with 

another consulting firm. It was a bizarre year, helping my sister and her family, sustaining my 
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client work, and helping with acquisition negotiations. It was all coming together at the same 

time as it was all coming apart. Days after Amy’s death and funeral, my company announced 

that we were being acquired. While this business move set my colleagues up for continued 

growth, for me the loss of my sister overshadowed the professional success of the transaction.  

The remainder of 2014 and early 2015 were professionally frenetic. In addition to client 

responsibilities, I immersed myself in internal projects to culturally and operationally meld our 

two firms. To be fair, in that raw period of my life, my colleagues would have been supportive of 

whatever professional responsibilities I chose to accept (or not accept). I was reacting to my 

sister’s death and thought it best that I didn’t have too much idle time to brood. However, despite 

my best efforts to “kill the pain” with work, initially imperceptible thoughts about the meaning, 

and even futility, of life germinated in the dark, unused corners of my mind.  

In the last months of my sister’s life—when she was 54 and in hospice—I “celebrated” 

my 50th birthday. With that milestone close-astern, and while consumed with both grief and 

work, the seeds of my mediations on the brevity and fragility of life took root. As they grew, I 

began to fixate on what I wanted to do next in my life. Through all this thinking, it occurred to 

me that some of the happiest memories in my life involved sailing and that I hadn’t sailed, or 

even thought of sailing, in years. 
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9. Venturing Into the North Atlantic 

 

At the end of Chapter 7, Hazel and I had cleared the inlet at Harbour Island, Eleuthera in The 

Bahamas and were sailing east-northeast into the Atlantic Ocean. 

 

While having the guts (or perhaps rashness) to voyage to The Bahamas single-handed and 

explore for a month was a significant accomplishment, it was nothing compared to the “passage” 

that I was now attempting.  

While the live-aboard and transient, sailing lifestyle is often referred to as “cruising,” and 

a lengthy trip, that generally ends where it started, is a “voyage,” a “passage” specifically refers 

to an extended, offshore, non-stop sail from point A to point B. If a cruising crew is “on 

passage,” they are (hopefully) somewhere between their point of embarkation and intended 

landfall. While any sailor would applaud my sail across the Gulf Stream from Florida to The 

Bahamas, seasoned long-distance cruisers wouldn’t rate it as a real passage. What I was 

intending now—approximately 1,000 nautical miles (1,150 land-based miles) over 10 to 15 days, 

hundreds of miles offshore—was entirely different. 

Looking at a map of The Bahamas and Northeastern Caribbean, one could think, Well 

that doesn’t look too difficult, hop from island to island, down The Bahamas to the Turks and 

Caicos to Hispaniola and Puerto Rico and finally to the Virgin Islands. You’d never be more 

than 50–60 miles offshore and could sleep in a safe harbor most every night.  

That line of thinking would work if you were in a fast powerboat reliant upon diesel fuel 

or gasoline, and you used that nonrenewable energy to overpower both wind and current. 

However, as a sailor what the map wouldn't show you is that island-hopping from the Northern 

Bahamas to the Virgin Islands would be almost all upwind and upcurrent. That makes for slow, 

arduous, and sometimes impossible sailing. In addition, if making daysails (trying to sleep in a 

safe harbor most every night), you’ll spend a couple hours every day getting the boat out of 

harbor in the morning and settling in for the night.  

The preferred sailing route to the Virgin Islands from the Northern Bahamas is to sail due 

east for several hundred nautical miles and then begin a slow arc to the east-southeast, then 

southeast and finally due south. This route, while longer in miles over the bottom, takes best 

advantage of the trade winds and currents, and keeps the boat moving around the clock toward 
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its destination. A sailor I chatted with in the Berry Islands who had made the passage several 

times said simply, “Stay as high as you can, as long as you can.” “High” meaning, stay as far 

north as possible and avoid the temptation to turn southward early. It’s seductive to look at a 

chart of the southwestern North Atlantic and its hundreds of miles of empty ocean and think, If I 

can cut the corner of the arc a little bit more, I could save myself several days of sailing. This 

sailor I had met said that he had done that once and ended up making landfall in Puerto Rico. 

While that wouldn’t be all bad, I wanted to make the Virgins if possible.  

A boat the size and stoutness of Hazel typically sails 90 to 130 nautical miles in 24 hours. 

The variation is driven by wind speed and direction, and favorable or unfavorable ocean currents. 

While Hazel’s length overall (LOA) is 31 feet 10 inches, her length at waterline (LWL) is 24 feet 

2 inches. Boats with longer waterline lengths have faster hull speeds and can thus cover more 

miles in a day. In addition, lighter weight boats built for racing are also faster and can cover 

more miles. However, sailboat design—like life—is all about tradeoffs and, on the sailboat 

spectrum, Hazel is a small, conservative cruiser. She’s not the fastest but she is one of the safest. 

Given Hazel’s design characteristics, and the winds and currents we’d encounter, I estimated a 

10-to-15-day passage to make the 1,000+ nautical miles from Eleuthera to the Virgin Islands via 

our initially eastward, then southward arcing route. 

 

After we cleared the Harbour Island Inlet and I got Hazel sailing, we continued our east-

northeasterly course into the evening and night. That heading put the setting sun directly off our 

stern and the fire-red and burnt orange colors of the sunset and westerly clouds reminded me of 

sunsets as a child—my dad would make the whole family pause whatever we were doing to 

enjoy the sight. That line of thinking about my dad reminded me of a heartbreaking call I had 

with him just days before. When we talked, I could picture him in his wheelchair in his skilled 

nursing facility room with an oxygen cannula in his nose and a corded institutional telephone to 

his ear. It was mid-winter in Pittsburgh and freezing rain was probably in the air. On the other 

end of the spectrum and the world, I was on a cell phone wearing shorts, short sleeve shirt, and 

sandals, and walking on a sunny path from a pink-sand Atlantic beach to the town of Harbour 

Island. Although father and son, at that moment we were a study in contrasts. 

I let him know that a good weather window was approaching and I’d likely not talk to 

him again until I arrived (hopefully at the Virgin Islands). Unlike everyone else, my father asked 
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no questions about the details—how I’d sleep, what if a big ship were to run us down, what if I 

hit bad weather—he just wanted to hear about the adventure. Then, when I turned the 

conversation and asked how he was doing, he paused a long time before saying, “Buddy… I feel 

like I’m at the end of the line here. I’d give anything to be out of here and sailing with you for 

just one day.” He added hopefully, “If I could get down there, I know I could be useful on your 

boat.” 

To be fair, my dad’s retirement community is a topnotch facility, and the staff treat the 

residents like their own mothers and fathers. However, it’s still a facility, it’s still four walls. He 

was so forlorn and persuasive on the phone, I did consider if there was any way I could get him 

to the islands for a few days to see how I was living. However, the night after that heartbreaking 

call, my dad fell as he was trying to get from his bed to his wheelchair to use the bathroom. 

Fortunately, it wasn’t a bad fall and after the caregivers bandaged a mild abrasion on his knee, 

they said he shuffled his way to the nurse’s station in his wheelchair and with his oxygen tank 

and was playing harmonica and singing them a song.  

As the glow of the sunset and thoughts of my father faded, Venus shone brightly in the 

west (so brightly I could see its reflection on the water) and the stars began to emerge in the 

twilight. I felt good about sinking my teeth into an adventure, immersing myself in a challenge 

so big that I wouldn’t have the brain capacity to think about the chaotic roller coaster of the past 

several years, and specifically the troubled last couple weeks of Colleen’s life. 

So there I was—on the first night of the passage—all alone with land now well out of 

sight. This was the beginning of the real test. Over the past months, when friends would ask 

about my plans and I’d answer what I could—their inevitable follow-up would be, “Have you 

ever done anything like that before?” I would reply without directly answering the question 

because this was all totally new to me.  

 

I had decided I would keep two accounts of the passage. The ship’s log would be a 

traditional, factual accounting of latitude and longitude coordinates, boat speed, weather, wave 

height, wind speed and direction, whereas in my journal I’d document what I was thinking, 

feeling, and experiencing. As I later read my log and journal side by side, I felt like it was 

yesterday, and I longed to be there again. On that first evening at 8:30 p.m. I was sitting in 

Hazel’s cockpit. Facing aft, I was well protected from the spray launched upwards by Hazel’s 
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bow and then blown back over the boat. On starboard tack, our heading was about 80° magnetic 

(on the compass). To be heading directly at our first waypoint, we’d ideally be headed 100° 

magnetic (20° further to the east), but we couldn’t achieve that heading. 80° is the closest we 

could point into the southeasterly breeze. I thought, It’s OK that the wind is working us a bit 

northward of our ideal course. “Stay as high as you can as long as you can.”  

I looked to the south and could see Orion’s belt pointing to Sirius, the brightest star in our 

heavens. Below Sirius, I was startled by a star that I’d never seen before. It was low and to the 

south. I researched it in my onboard star charts and stargazing app and discovered it was 

Canopus, the second brightest star in the heavens. Although Canopus is technically above the 

horizon at my home, the combination of it being so low in the sky and the overwhelming urban 

light pollution of South Florida makes it nearly impossible for me to see.  

For a time, I switched off Hazel’s running lights—her red and green bow light, and white 

stern light—and basked in the moonless darkness. All 360° of the horizon was empty, and the 

AIS was clear, so switching off her running lights meant nothing navigationally (like a tree 

falling in the forest with nobody to hear it). With Hazel blacked out, the brightest thing I could 

see was the stunning bioluminescence emitted by the plankton churned in her bow and stern 

wakes, and glowing sea foam under the starlight. About 9:30 p.m. I saw a faint glow to the east 

heralding the moonrise and around 10:00 p.m. the waning gibbous moon rose out of a cloud bank 

off our starboard bow. Since the moon rises about 50 minutes later each day, on the passage my 

optimal stargazing would stretch further and further into the night. The moon’s intense light 

washes out all but the brightest stars from the night sky. If sailing in the starlight and the 

bioluminescence before the moonrise was indescribable, sailing under the moon’s light was 

enchanting. It was like skiing on a moonlit night but when the snow was black and moving and 

churning and mysterious.  

I had used my “watch timer” briefly during my short, overnight passage from Florida to 

The Bahamas, but I relied on it that first night and on every night of the passage. On a large 

vessel, watchkeeping is the assignment of sailors to specific roles on a ship. On small, private 

vessels with shorthanded crews of two to four persons, individuals are assigned “watches” during 

the night (typically two to four hours each). Their duty is to stay awake, tend to the sailing of the 

vessel, and keep an eye out for ships. If a change in the weather warrants a sail change or another 

urgent situation arises, the crew “on watch” wakes the sleeping crew for assistance.  
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There’s a big difference between “shorthanded” and single-handed (one person). Most 

experienced single-handers sleep in 20-minute catnaps, waking briefly to check the boat’s sailing 

and course, and scanning the sky for changing weather and the horizon for ships. If all is well, 

and the sky and horizon is clear, the sailor quickly returns to another 20-minute nap. 

I’ve always been a good napper so I thought that approach would work for me. The only 

catch was, How do I reliably wake myself after 20 minutes? While my phone’s timer might have 

worked, it did not have enough volume to wake me when I was tired. While outfitting Hazel for 

the voyage, I discovered a UK sailing company that makes a watch timer that is simple, rugged, 

waterproof, and nearly foolproof. The device is the size of a deck of playing cards and twice as 

thick. It’s got a reset button and a dial that can be adjusted to anywhere between three and 60 

minutes. On its exterior is a small horn that is loud (to wake the soundest sleeper). The mariner 

sets the dial for the desired period (at night I generally used 20 minutes, sometimes 30 if the 

ocean was especially empty). When the horn sounds and the sailor wakes, he presses the reset 

button to silence the unit and restart the timer. I mounted the watch timer on the companionway, 

so if I was napping in either the cockpit or saloon, I’d have to physically get up to reset the timer 

to ensure I fully roused myself with each cycle. 

 

The dawn of the next morning was clear, and we were continuing our solid progress to 

the east-northeast. All was in order, and I was enjoying morning coffee in the cockpit while 

daydreaming. I instinctively looked to the southwestern horizon and saw a large gray shape off 

my starboard quarter, about a mile away. My first instincts were surprise and anger, surprise at 

seeing a ship so far from shore, and anger at myself for letting it get so close to me without my 

noticing. A second later, focusing my bleary, morning eyes in the direction of the shape—it was 

gone. I blinked and searched the empty horizon, trying to process, What did I just see? Or 

perhaps, What did I just imagine that I saw? Then, I observed an explosion of ocean spray where 

the gray shape was seconds before. After pondering the potentials, the only rational conclusion I 

could draw is that I had seen a whale breaching. While it’s not uncommon for dolphins and 

porpoises to surf in a sailboat’s bow wake, and I had experienced that thrill on Hazel, I had never 

seen a whale in the wild before. 

Into the second day of sailing I was impressed by how big and how empty the ocean is. 

During the passage, my longest stretch of not seeing another ship and not hearing a crackle on 
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the VHF radio was 2½ days. After the passage, I told my daughter Emma about this and she 

wondered aloud that, of the earth’s population of 7.7 billion people, how many have ever been 

100 miles away from any other human being at any time during their lives? Her reframing of 

what I had experienced helped me to better understand how special a time it was in my life.  

 

Later on the second day, I was visited by the most beautiful bird. It was the size of a large 

tern or small gull and almost entirely white except for dark wing patches and a dark eye stripe. 

Its pointed orange beak had obviously evolved for fishing. If this sight weren’t enough, it had 

long, flexible, snake-like central tail feathers that streamed back as far as the rest of its body was 

long. As it flapped its wings and veered to the left and to the right, those long tail feathers would 

undulate, following where its body had been an instant before. The bird stayed with me for a half 

hour or so, looking for a place to land in Hazel’s rigging. I later found out that my visitor was a 

white-tailed tropic bird.  

At the time of this bird’s visitation, I was a couple hundred miles out at sea and becoming 

a bit freaked out because all I had was my wits, a little sailing experience, and 30 feet of 

fiberglass, metal, wood and electronics. While an optimist could say that I was a lone sailor 

gliding effortlessly through the water, a pessimist could look at the same situation and logically 

conclude I was stark raving mad. However, it struck me that this bird was also alone and a 

couple hundred miles away from any land with only its wings and wits, gliding effortlessly 

through the air. Not even the darkest doomsayer would call the bird crazy—it was merely doing 

what it was born to do, search the sea for food. As I gazed skyward and tropic bird circled 

Hazel’s mast, it occurred to me that maybe—just maybe—I too was doing what I was born to do. 

Granted, the bird had millions of years of evolution in its favor, but one could argue that Hazel 

and all her gear and equipment was the result of tens of thousands of years of sailing evolution. 

That line of thinking buoyed my spirits and gave me confidence. As the bird started to fly off, 

another thought occurred to me, How in the world did it find me in this vast, vast ocean? Was 

this a random occurrence or an auspice—a visitation packed with meaning? If so, what was that 

meaning? Perhaps a visit from Colleen’s sprit? On one hand, I wanted to believe that; on the 

other, I knew—logically—that we humans tend to ascribe larger meanings to most anything that 

happens in our lives. Still, I couldn’t help but wonder as I marveled at its sleek snow-white body 
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disappeared into the endless blue sky. I spoke out loud for the first time that day and thanked the 

bird for the brief companionship it had given me.  

 

Later that day, I crossed a shipping lane. I knew this because, after seeing no other ships 

for 30 hours, within an hour two ships passed about five nautical miles to the south of me. My 

AIS showed both of their courses over ground (COGs) were approximately 260°. By plotting 

that course on my chart of the southwestern North Atlantic, I determined that both had likely 

embarked from European ports and were bound for Port Everglades in Ft. Lauderdale or 

Government Cut in Miami via the Bahamian Northeast Providence Channel.  

Commercial ships in the sea are like planes in the air—you don’t just find them steaming 

randomly in the ocean. As there are a limited number of major airports, there are even fewer 

ports big enough to accommodate the largest freighters. To save fuel, time, and wear and tear, 

these ships generally stick to specific shipping lanes between major ports. I lightly penciled in 

the shipping lane on my chart because in several days I would work myself south—crossing this 

lane—and I wanted to have a general idea of where it was so I could make sure I was awake, 

alert, and watchful when I crossed it. 

 

On my third day of the passage, February 14th, I experienced a bit of an “incident” that, 

while it didn’t end badly, it could have easily done so. It was a valuable lesson learned in my 

evolution as a single-handed, bluewater sailor. At that point I had two nights under my belt of 

sleeping in 20-minute catnaps. On the morning of this Valentine’s Day, I became engrossed in 

little things around the boat—tasks not necessary for survival or comfort: reorganizing, writing, 

repairing aesthetic things, and other minor tasks.  

Somehow the day flew by, and suddenly in the late afternoon I became shaky, irrationally 

irritated at Hazel and everything around me, and lightheaded. My last meal had been a light 

breakfast. I had skipped lunch and had skipped the daytime napping necessary to support my 

nighttime catnap schedule. I knew myself well enough to know that my symptoms indicated 

hypoglycemia coupled with sleep deprivation. I had underestimated both my growing sleep 

deprivation, and the calories I was burning from nervous energy and the extra effort required to 

move on a boat that is pitching and rolling in the ocean. While I quickly recovered my blood 

sugar with an early and hearty hot dinner, missing my daytime naps made for a long night. It was 
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a good wakeup call for me. The next day I was sure to have three square meals and force myself 

to take three daytime naps. The obvious reminder and lesson to me was that there’s no urgent 

care facility down the street, there’s no 911 to dial, there’s no local Italian joint to call and have a 

pizza delivered and then go to bed and sleep for a solid eight hours.  

From that point forward in the passage, I resolved to focus on three, and only three, 

things: First, take care of myself. Second, take care of Hazel. Third, keep her moving in the 

general right direction. Everything else was superfluous. 

On the passage, I also developed the mantra, “Don’t freak out.” Although it’s just three 

simple, one-syllable words, the mantra connotes a concept much easier said than done—

especially when sailing alone on the high seas. Its genesis came from plotting my position every 

six hours on the passage. At Hazel’s navigation station I’d make the plots on a paper chart of the 

southwestern North Atlantic Ocean, and when I’d step back and look at the entire chart and the 

seeming insignificance of my progress, I’d think, There’s no way I can do this. It’s just too big. 

I’ve made almost no progress since my last plot six hours ago. What am I going to do?   

Eventually, I discovered that this line of thinking served no purpose whatsoever—except 

to freak me out—which is, of course, the last thing that I wanted to do. I was now 500 miles 

away from land and geographically committed to what I was doing. Following that line of 

thinking, I had no choice but to be emotionally committed to the geographic reality of my 

situation. I found it more constructive to take one nautical mile at a time—to not get too wrapped 

up in the enormity of the passage, but to think about it as a series of smaller daysails (and night 

sails) linked together. Climbers do the same thing. While I’m not a climber, I’ve stood on the 

valley floor of Yosemite and stared up at the sheer rock face of El Capitan and the tiny dots of 

ascending climbers. When on the talus at the base of El Capitan and setting up for their climb, 

mountaineers don’t fixate on the summit. In their minds, they have the climb broken down into a 

series of pitches and, when starting at the bottom, their focus is on the first couple pitches of the 

climb.  

A similar approach to my grief over Colleen’s death was helpful. it’s also reminiscent of 

the Alcoholics Anonymous credo, of “One Day at a Time.” In early recovery, the addict can’t be 

troubled by the enormity of staying sober for a lifetime—it’s too much. The addict is better 

served by focusing on staying sober for the next day, or the next hour, or even the next minute. 
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In early days after Colleen’s death, I focused on getting through the day or through the hour, and 

not getting hung up about living the rest of my life without her.  

 

When I started my voyage, I had this romantic notion of my single-handed sailing. Me 

becoming a scruffy, salt-scrubbed sailor, satisfied in solitude. In The Bahamas, for the most part 

I was happy doing my own thing, unencumbered by anyone else. However, in hours of solitude 

on this passage my mind began to wander, and I felt the first real pangs of loneliness. These 

feelings reminded me again of my father and although he and his lady friend Mary Lou could no 

longer travel, they saw each in their nursing home and could talk. Although years ago I had come 

to terms with my dad’s dating so soon after my mother’s death, it wasn’t until this moment—by 

myself, hundreds of miles from any other human being—that I could truly empathize with him 

and the loneliness that he must have suddenly felt after my mother’s death. 

During my daily routine of taking care of myself, taking care of Hazel, and keeping her 

moving and in the right direction, I began to fantasize about someone. Not a particular person, 

but someone, anyone, with whom I could share all this beauty. In doing so, I was reminded of the 

Robert Frost poem, The Most of It. Fortunately, in Hazel’s “library” of a dozen or so books, I had 

my father’s well-worn collection of Robert Frost poems. On the rolling sea nearly 2,000 miles 

from Frost’s pastoral New Hampshire countryside, I cracked open that book, looking for The 

Most of It. As the yellowed pages separated, the smells of my childhood home wafted up from 

them and flooded my mind. After being blissfully sidetracked by other poems, I found The Most 

of It: 

He thought he kept the universe alone; 

For all the voice in answer he could wake 

Was but the mocking echo of his own 

From some tree-hidden cliff across the lake. 

Some morning from the boulder-broken beach 

He would cry out on life, that what it wants 

Is not its own love back in copy speech, 

But counter-love, original response. 

And nothing ever came of what he cried 

Unless it was the embodiment that crashed 
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In the cliff's talus on the other side, 

And then in the far distant water splashed, 

But after a time allowed for it to swim, 

Instead of proving human when it neared 

And someone else additional to him, 

As a great buck it powerfully appeared, 

Pushing the crumpled water up ahead, 

And landed pouring like a waterfall, 

And stumbled through the rocks with horny tread, 

And forced the underbrush—and that was all. 

Frost’s words helped me put a finger on it. I missed “counter-love, original response.”  

While the physicality of sailing Hazel to the Virgins was taxing, my mind had time to 

wander, and that wandering mind started filling in details of my fantasy like fresh mortar around 

bricks. This person that would give me the counter-love and original response I was yearning 

for—what would she be like? The first thing that came to mind is that she would be someone 

who was as far away from addiction and alcoholism as I currently was from land. Someone who 

didn’t even know what a “residential treatment center” was. Someone who had never been to an 

Alcoholics Anonymous or Al-Anon meeting. Someone who thought that “picking up” is what 

you do around the house, and not relapsing.  

While I loved Colleen and I will love her forever, I harbor anger and resentment about 

addiction and alcohol. I had endured more exposure to addiction than I had ever wanted, and as I 

constructed my fantasy person, I wanted to live the rest of my life unencumbered by the darkness 

and despair that I knew much too well. I never wanted to hear a pithy AA or Al-Anon saying 

again in my entire life. I was sick and tired of motivational posters that read, “Let Go and Let 

God,” “The Only Drink I Can Say ‘No’ to is the First One,” and “I’m Sick and Tired of Being 

Sick and Tired.” Therapists had repeatedly told me that addiction is a family disease. Not only 

does it affect the addict, but it also affects everyone in the addict’s immediate and extended 

family. While I have a deep respect for addiction professionals and understood them 

intellectually, I didn’t truly believe them. Colleen was the addict, and although her death was the 

saddest thing in the world, through the ordeal I was unchanged...or so I thought.  
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As Hazel made progress to the east and we began our arc southward, I honed my daily 

routine to deliver what my body and mind needed, and what Hazel needed. If I religiously took 

three naps during daylight hours, the nights of 20-minute catnaps were tolerable. When napping 

during the day and the weather was fine and the horizon clear, I was comfortable increasing my 

watch timer’s alarm interval to 60 minutes. Even if I wasn’t tired and couldn’t fall asleep when I 

napped, I found it important to lie down and close my eyes. Adhering to this napping schedule 

also returned me to my natural state of being a morning person. On clear mornings, as the sun’s 

light would start building in the east about 5:00 a.m. I’d already have brewed a pot of coffee or 

tea, and I’d watch Jupiter, Saturn, and Mars—aligned on the eastern ecliptic—fade with the 

increasing light and vanish one by one.  

As I watched the planets extinguish in the pre-dawn light, I’d think of Colleen’s last 

hours. To the best we can tell, Colleen died on a Wednesday, around sunrise. For a few months 

after her death, my kids and I would greet each other on Wednesday mornings with the phrase, 

“Another Wednesday.” The ritual was partly to remember Colleen, and partly to celebrate that 

we had made it one more week. From Hazel’s cockpit far out to sea, watching Jupiter, Saturn, 

and Mars disappear reminded me of the first Wednesday morning after she was gone. I had slept 

poorly and awoke at home well before sunrise. The August air was still and sultry, and Venus 

was high and bright in the eastern sky. To clear my mind, I took a long paddle in the Intracoastal 

on my paddleboard. As I was nearing home after a 4-mile route, the sun was inching above the 

horizon and I sat with my knees on the edge of the board and my legs and feet dangling in the 

warm water. I watched Venus in the brightening morning sky as it faded in the growing daylight 

and then disappeared entirely. I first thought, What a perfect analogy for Colleen’s life, fading 

and fading and disappearing from her body around the sunrise one week ago.  

I considered this analogy for a long time, sitting and drifting aimlessly on my board 

surrounded by humid air and still water. As my thoughts drifted to the nature of the solar system 

and planetary motion, I was struck by what I had known all the time—Venus wasn’t “gone” at 

all. I knew full well that Venus was still orbiting the sun, as it has done for the past four and a 

half billion years. It was still there; I just couldn’t see it. While I’m not a big believer in heaven 

and the afterlife, applying that planetary line of thinking to Colleen and what her life meant gave 

me comfort. Perhaps by dumb luck my Venus analogy was more profound than I had imagined. 

Perhaps eternal life is less about being up in the clouds with God, St. Peter, and your relatives, 
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and more about the legacy of all you have done in your life being carried on by others after you 

have touched on this earth. 

 

The word “Planet” comes from the Greek planetes meaning “wanderer.” To the Greeks, 

while the sun and moon were obviously different from the stars, the planets looked like stars but 

would mysteriously wander in the sky along the ecliptic. (The Earth and all other planets orbit 

the sun on a common plane and, to an earthbound observer, this makes the sun, moon, and 

planets appear to follow a common arc in the sky—the ecliptic.) In late summer of 2019, around 

the time of Colleen’s death and my paddleboard philosophizing, Venus was visible in the east 

shortly before sunrise. Now, on my passage and seven months later, Venus had wandered and 

was visible in the west shortly after sunset. Astronomically speaking, Venus is an “inferior 

planet.” The term does not connote importance—it indicates that Venus’ orbit around the sun is 

inside of Earth’s orbit. Because of this, we see Venus only in the mornings, shortly before 

sunrise, or in the evenings, shortly after sunset. The combination of proximity to Earth, its size, 

and the reflectivity of its clouds makes Venus bright. It’s the third brightest object in our sky 

(behind the Sun and Moon). In addition to Venus’ visibility on the passage, I also had the rarer 

treat of seeing our solar system’s other inferior planet, Mercury. Like Venus, it’s only visible 

shortly after sunset or shortly before sunrise. Unlike Venus, Mercury is faint, stays lower to the 

horizon, and is harder to see. Finding it in the sky requires a clear horizon and minimal light 

pollution. There’s no better place for that than on the open ocean.  

Five planets in our solar system are visible to the naked eye, and I could see all five 

within a 12-hour period. Venus and Mercury in the evening; Mars, Jupiter, and Saturn in the 

mornings. I “binge watched” those planets throughout the passage.  

 

Although I had five planets to keep me company, my loneliness persisted. The seemingly 

endless parade of sad but hopeful sunrises, followed by glorious days leading to indescribable 

sunsets, and then plunging into the dark of night with stars, the Milky Way, meteors and 

bioluminescence was humbling and made me feel small and brief in the universe. I wished I 

could share this magic with my human friends and family. If I could just have my father, my 

sister, my brother, my kids on the boat for one hour to share what I am experiencing....  
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After days of isolation, I found myself imagining that a specific friend or a couple friends 

were on board with me, and I’d talk to them. I had read about single-handed sailors on longer 

passages having serious (and dangerous) hallucinations. However, I wouldn’t call my 

experiences on this passage full-on hallucinations. My experiences were more, “Willing 

suspensions of disbelief,” as Aristotle had said when he first explored what made Greek theater 

so engaging. Audience members know that what they are watching is not real, but they willingly 

suspend their disbelief in order to better experience the catharsis. I knew my friends weren’t real 

and that they weren’t there but I enjoyed believing that they were. Similarly, as Hazel bubbled 

along, her bow and stern wakes and steering system and sails would make peculiar noises—

whines, creaks, groans, gurgling. Occasionally, they’d sound like someone’s voice. More than 

once, I’d be below decks doing dishes or cleaning the saloon and hear some particularly 

animated sound topsides and call out through the companionway, “Who’s up there?” and get no 

response.  

In my search for companionship, I’d also talk to Hazel. When she wasn’t sailing well due 

to the captain’s sail choice or sail trim, I’d mentally take a step back and survey the situation to 

see what I was missing. In so doing, I’d reach over her side and pat her turquoise hull and say, 

“What do you want, girl? Now just what do you want?” or “Girl, what am I not giving you that 

you need?”  

In my solitude, anger also bubbled to the surface of my being. I’m not proud of it and it’s 

hard to write about, hard to expose that dark side of myself to others—but it is what it is. In my 

reading about profound loss and talking to my therapist, I’d discovered that grace towards one’s 

self and self-forgiveness are the most important things that a survivor can do to successfully 

navigate grief—but, like convincing yourself to not freak out, it’s more easily said than done. 

When Colleen was in her final years, and she and our family were navigating the layers 

of mental illness, addiction, treatment, hope, relapse, and despair, I developed a lot of anger and 

resentment toward her. After her death, I was naive and surprised when those feelings inside of 

me didn’t immediately vanish. Maybe for some truly noble soul who had lost his wife they might 

have vanished, but they didn’t for me. The fact that I was still angry with her made me angry 

with myself and created a self-reinforcing downward spiral.  

Several weeks after her death as I was sorting through our affairs, I was shocked to 

discover that earlier in the year our house had become uninsured. To protect its corporate 
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interests, our mortgage company was forced to get insurance on the property at rates much 

higher than the market (and of course pass that cost on to us). Apparently, in the spring before 

Colleen died, she had missed many routine letters about insurance payments and a minor home 

reinspection that was needed, and our property insurance was terminated. As I would come to 

find, it’s easier to keep insurance once you have it than to get insurance reinstated—especially 

property insurance in the hurricane alley of Florida, during hurricane season.  

In the months after she died—when all I wanted was quiet time to grieve—I was dealing 

with home inspections, valuations, calls with insurance agents, certified letters, and the 

additional expense of the whole mess. I imagined that a totally graceful and self-actualized 

version of me would have said, Boy, Colleen must have been going through some tough times in 

her head to have missed this. No worries, I’ll get it solved and this too shall pass. I further 

recognized that a somewhat graceful version of me would have reacted, Jeez, Colleen, even if 

you weren’t in a place where you could deal with this, you could have at least come to me and 

we could have easily solved it together. But no—the real me—the “me” of a couple months after 

Colleen’s death took the path of intense anger and resentment. I thought, Jesus, Colleen! I can’t 

believe you knowingly let this insurance slide until it was terminated, and then you had the 

audacity to go off and die and leave me with a steaming pile of dog shit to deal with. That’s so 

like you. Typical, just typical.  

These dark and mean thoughts persisted into the passage. At sea, I was self-sufficient—

the only person I was responsible to was myself. Logically, I was also the only person I could 

blame when things went wrong. Even so, on Hazel James I’d occasionally find myself not being 

able to find a needed tool or spare part or unable to deal with a frustrating sailing situation. In 

those moments, my mind would work at two levels. One level would search for what was 

missing or solve the immediate problem; the other level would concoct some pretzel logic to 

blame Colleen for what was happening. It was irrational, it was crazy, and I knew it was 

irrational and crazy. It was like Colleen’s drinking when her mental illness had the best of her—

she was a smart person and logically knew the inevitable outcome of her drinking—but she’d do 

it anyway. 

 

Love is complex, and amidst all my dark thoughts, I missed Colleen. In Hazel’s saloon 

near the navigation station, I kept some of Colleen’s ashes in a tiny carved sandalwood box that 
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she and I had brought home from our travels in India. The box was a perfect fit in my hand, and 

I’d find myself subconsciously rolling it around in my palm as I looked over our charts and 

weather forecasts and tracked our progress toward the Virgin Islands. Also in Hazel’s saloon, I 

had a picture of Colleen and my sister Amy—from some winter holiday gathering in the early 

2000s. In the photo, they are both smiling, happy, healthy—when I look at it, I still can’t believe 

they’re both gone. Or, maybe like the planets after sunrise, they aren’t gone, they’re just invisible 

to me. Seeing their images smiling at me gave me a lot of comfort on the passage. I’d look at the 

picture and think, Sooner or later I’m going to be where they are. In this brief intervening time—

would they rather see me keep doing what I’ve always been doing or drop everything and sail 

1,000 miles to a distant archipelago? 

 

I was out of VHF radio range, and my only communication was through earth-orbiting 

satellites. My satellite communications system allowed me to download weather forecasts and 

send and receive short text messages. Several times per day, I would download the weather on 

my tablet computer, and about once per day, I would send a brief update to my son Jack with a 

position report—latitude and longitude, boat speed and direction, weather, and how we were 

doing in general.  

During one of these downloads/uploads I happened to glance at the app icon of my 

regular, nonsatellite email account. That account had no internet connection at sea, and the last 

time it had downloaded was when I had internet access in the marina in Eleuthera eight days ago. 

I was surprised to see the small red circle with the number “1” superimposed over the upper-right 

corner of the icon indicating that I had one “new” email. I thought, That’s odd, I’m sure I cleared 

out all my messages before I departed. The email must have come through as I was leaving the 

marina, and I hadn’t noticed it until now. Oh well, it’s probably of no significance, spam or 

something. Yearning for terrestrial stimulation—even “spam” at this point—I opened the app to 

clear the unread email.  

However, it wasn't junk. When I saw the sender’s name—Rhett—I stared at my screen 

for a long time. Rhett was the Chief Development Officer of Wayside House, a not for profit, 

mission-oriented women’s addiction treatment center in Delray Beach (about 20 miles north of 

my home). While Colleen was never a client of Wayside House and neither Colleen nor I knew 

of the organization when she was alive, immediately after her death I knew that many family, 
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friends, and colleagues would want to make donations in her memory and I needed to find a 

deserving organization to receive those gifts. While I wanted to find “the right” organization, I 

also needed to keep the process simple as I was deep in shock and grief—just days after 

Colleen’s death—and dealing with all the other terrible details of death. To simplify things, I 

called one of Colleen’s friends who was also in recovery and described what I was looking for 

and she suggested I contact Wayside House. I researched the organization online and it appeared 

to be an exact match to what I was looking for. I found the Chief Development Officer’s contact 

information and emailed Rhett to let her know to expect donations in Colleen’s memory.  

After the funeral, I began the cathartic but arduous process of cleaning out Colleen’s 

clothes and personal effects, and donated many of her things to Wayside House, as many women 

in addiction treatment have nothing. While dropping off Colleen’s things I had the opportunity to 

meet Rhett in person on the Wayside House campus. Several months later, I’d see her again 

when my consulting firm organized a day of giving at Wayside House. I joined 30 of my 

colleagues and we weeded, mulched, and tended Wayside’s gardens, and installed a meditation 

bench in the garden. The plaque on that bench reads: 

In loving memory of Colleen Therese Coate 

1968–2019 

“I too shall fare well in lightness, hope, and strength." 

I chose that quote from a letter that Colleen had written to her addiction while in a treatment 

center, a letter I had discovered only after her death. 

Before embarking on my voyage, when I emailed and texted friends with a link to the 

blog, I also sent it to Rhett. As I looked at Rhett’s name in my email inbox, I thought back. All 

our interactions had been positive and professional, as you might expect from someone used to 

dealing with small donations, big-money donors, grant writing, and fund raisers. Sailing through 

the ocean, now eight days since I had seen land or talked to anyone, I remembered her wonderful 

spirit and personality, and that she was near to my age. Of course, when I saw her in the fall of 

2019, my head was in an entirely different place. Besides—being in my mid-50s and having 

been married for 29 years, I automatically assumed that any woman with her qualities was in a 

committed and positive relationship. Still, deep-down and in the earlier days of my voyage I 

would occasionally have thoughts about her and wonder what she was doing in her life.  



Heeling is Healing  9. Venturing Into the North Atlantic 

Copyright 2022 Daniel J. Coate all rights reserved 96 

As I opened her email in Hazel’s saloon 500 miles out in the ocean, the first thing I 

noticed is that it had a decidedly more personal tone than our earlier communications. Or, 

perhaps I hopefully imagined it had a more personal tone—after days of isolation, it was hard to 

say. She started by saying that she was in a rush to “Hit the send button” and get the email to me 

before I departed The Bahamas. From her choice of terms and light-hearted writing style, it was 

evident that she wasn't a sailor and didn’t truly understand the magnitude of what I was 

attempting. Still, she wished me well on my “sailing trip,” and had thought about me on 

Christmas night and had wondered how I was doing on my first Christmas without Colleen. She 

finished the note by sharing that she could partially empathize with me because she too had 

recently lost her husband, not through death but through separation. 

I read her email several times and it soothed me. I was at a low point in the passage, and 

it was so helpful to have something new to think about and maybe, just maybe, to dream about. 

While I rationalized that a little controlled dreaming could be healthy for my current mental 

state, I vowed to keep my thoughts restrained. After all, in my encounters with Rhett she had 

tactfully shared that she was in recovery (as are many who work in the field). That fact flew 

directly in the face of my vision of a future soulmate and partner. Still, throughout the remainder 

of the passage, whenever I was on my tablet computer checking weather forecasts and updating 

Jack, I’d find myself drawn to that email—I must have reread it a hundred times. 

 

Through all of this, Hazel and I continued to make progress—about 90 miles per day on 

average toward our planned landfall in the Virgin Islands.   

As I was plotting my position and checking the weather on the morning of my ninth day 

of the passage—after an especially productive night of sailing—it suddenly hit me: I was going 

to do this thing! I was going to achieve the plan as envisioned! This realization came as we 

worked our way further south and east and the promised trade winds filled our sails and our 

speed increased. I was past the trough of despair of the passage and—with a little luck and a few 

encouraging words in a surprise email, and by keeping my wits—Hazel and I would reach the 

Virgin Islands in a few days!  

This revelation—knowing that I would make it—coincided with the six-month 

anniversary of Colleen’s death. Coupled, with the epiphany of knowing that the Virgin Islands 

were within reach, I also knew that on the close of that day I had to do something for Colleen 
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and for me that I had thought about doing for a long time. It was a stunningly clear day with 

good sailing wind, and shortly before sunset I went below decks and retrieved the sandalwood 

box with Colleen’s ashes. I had envisioned scattering them on the sea at the end of some perfect 

day and this was that day. I opened the box and rubbed her ashes between my fingers and even 

tasted them, all to enhance my memories of her.  

Just as the lower limb of the sun touched the ocean, I played several songs on Hazel’s 

stereo. I set them to repeat and played them loud—the music that Colleen loved so much. And as 

the sun disappeared into the ocean, I deliberately and ceremoniously released her ashes onto the 

sea and cried. For a long time, I looked out over the sea, the sea that forever would hold my 

Colleen.  

I can taste the ocean on your skin, 

Because that is where it all began. 

We all go back to where we belong, 

We all go back to where we belong. 

—REM, We All Go Back to Where We Belong 

 

There's a hole in my heart 

That will never be filled 

I miss you 

This all should get easier 

But it never will 

I miss you 

I float through the days 

And the long lonely nights 

I miss you 

—Phish, Miss You 

 

If only I'd thought of the right words  

I could have held on to your heart  

If only I'd thought of the right words 

I wouldn't be breaking apart  
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All my pictures of you 

—The Cure, Pictures of You 

For months I had thought of releasing Colleen’s ashes into the sea—ever since I had received 

them from the crematory and began to focus on the voyage. With the sunset over the ocean, no 

land in sight, and Hazel’s bow headed due south, directly at the Virgin Islands—it was exactly as 

I had imagined.  

 

On our 11th day of sailing, I was determining our position in the ocean—not the easy 

way (by glancing at our GPS screen)—but celestially with my sextant, as mariners did it for 

centuries before the advent of orbiting satellites and global positioning systems.  

To achieve the necessary precision, sextants have a small telescope (like a rifle scope). 

Taking a “noon sight” with a sextant involves observing the exact height and time of the sun at 

“local noon” (when the sun is at its highest point). As I was looking southward through the 

sextant’s scope, I noticed a blur of bluish green above the horizon. My first thought was, I must 

have gotten a smudge on one of the lenses. With that assumption made, I even went so far as 

trying to concoct a story of how the offending smudge was Colleen’s fault. However, with the 

sextant’s scope away from my eye I checked the optics and they were clean. I blinked to clear 

my vision and brought the sextant’s eyepiece against the bridge of my nose and looked again to 

the south; the green blur was still there, too dark to be clouds on the horizon. Somewhat 

confused, I went below decks and retrieved my binoculars, returned to the cockpit and scanned 

the southern horizon. My binoculars are several times more powerful than the sextant’s scope, 

and their optical power confirmed what I had just begun to think: Land ho!  

Hazel and I had made it! 
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10. 2016—Gradually, then Suddenly 

 

At the end of Chapter 8, I was working through the grief of my sister’s death from cancer, and 

Colleen and I were trying to find the new normal in our relationship.  

 

“How did you go bankrupt?” Bill asked. 

“Two ways,” Mike said. “Gradually, then suddenly.” 

—Ernest Hemingway, The Sun Also Rises 

 

In Laura McKowen’s 2020 book We Are the Luckiest: The Surprising Magic of a Sober Life. 

McCowan begins the introduction with this Hemingway quote. Without reading further, I knew 

exactly what she was talking about. 

Although we didn’t know it at the time, in late 2015 and early 2016 Colleen’s 

addiction—our family’s addiction—was at an inflection point, the knee of the curve, between 

gradually and suddenly. If one were to graph the addiction, it wouldn’t be a continuous 

progression—it would resemble a hockey stick laid on its side. The long shaft of the stick 

sloping upwards ever so gradually over time, then the blade of the stick suddenly escalating. It 

would be the kind of graph that silicon valley venture capitalists like to see from start-up 

companies. A successful start-up sweats and invests for years—often losing money—perfecting 

its novel and sought-after product or service before it reaps the rewards. To extend that analogy 

to a chilling personification, I can imagine “addiction” as another kind of reaper, wearing a 

hooded cloak and sitting at a board room table—smiling as he reviews the “quarterly results” of 

Colleen’s suffering. The specter had made his investments and was now preparing reap his 

“rewards.”  

In hindsight, what was happening is so obvious that I kick myself for not seeing it sooner 

and not reacting more decisively. However, the curse of “gradual” is that it happens so slowly 

that you don’t notice it—like living with a child, day in and day out, and not discerning their 

physical growth. Conversely, the curse of “sudden” is that—amidst the gale—everything 

happens so quickly, you’re forced into survival mode. 

For Thanksgiving 2015, our family of four flew to Mexico to spend the week at the beach 

house of friends and celebrate a 50th birthday in their family. Colleen, Jack, and I had early 



Heeling is Healing  10. 2016—Gradually, then Suddenly 

Copyright 2022 Daniel J. Coate all rights reserved 100 

morning flights from Ft. Lauderdale to Zihuantanejo (on the Pacific Coast of Mexico). Emma 

joined us the next day from Pittsburgh where she was in her fourth year of undergraduate studies. 

When your children are in their 20s and you can get them in the same place at the same time, it is 

a moment to be savored.  

Colleen, Jack, and I each had a celebratory Bloody Mary on the plane from Ft. 

Lauderdale to Houston. In the Houston airport we had a couple hours before our flight to 

Zihuantanejo departed, and in that time Colleen’s behavior became increasingly odd. When we 

ordered breakfast at an airport diner, she didn’t eat and wandered off a couple times. On one of 

her wanderings, she came back with a new white Swatch Watch. I thought, Maybe that one drink 

hit her hard on an empty stomach? She slept on the flight to Zihuantanejo and was better when 

we arrived in Mexico. 

However, that first night in Mexico, over way too many margaritas, she and I got into a 

terrific fight about something that seemed important at the time, but I’ve since forgotten. I was 

drunk myself so my memories are vague, but I can remember Colleen pointing her finger into 

my chest and yelling at me, in front of everyone. Usually we fought in private. After that 

tumultuous beginning, we somehow managed to pull things together for a wonderful vacation. I 

like to think that I had become more forgiving after my sister Amy’s death—more aware of the 

brevity of life. 

 

Also in late 2015, we were contemplating moving. We had improved our current house, 

but it was on a “dry” lot (not waterfront), and Colleen and I had dreamed of living on the water. 

With the housing market down, it seemed to be a good time to buy. In addition, our son Jack’s 

commercial fishing business was thriving, and he was currently renting a slip (a spot on a dock) 

to keep his fishing boat. The thought of his boat in the backyard (and room for another boat) was 

alluring to me as sailing dreams were still in the back of my mind. In December of 2015 we 

submitted an offer to buy a house on a “wet” lot that was in foreclosure. Although negotiations 

with the bank that owned the property were byzantine, in early 2016 we signed an agreement to 

buy the house, pending inspections and title search.  

One night during the Christmas 2015 holidays, Colleen told me she was “sad” and had 

started seeing a psychologist. Like our Thanksgiving trip to Mexico, this was odd and something 

to keep track of but nothing more. I was happy she was seeking professional help. However, 
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things got worse in January of 2016. Perhaps it was a “postpartum depression” from the end of 

year holidays—her favorite time of year. She started napping much of the day, getting up in the 

morning, going back to bed for a couple hours, and repeating the process until cocktail time. 

When I was working from home, I’d occasionally hear a certain kitchen cabinet door opening 

and closing—a Halloween-like creak, followed by a hollow thump. This started gradually—so 

gradually that it didn’t initially register in my consciousness. Jack was living at home, and 

privately he and I shared concerns about how “mom” was doing. In those discussions I never 

told him about hearing the frequent and peculiar creak and thump as I hadn’t connected the 

sounds to anything else in our lives. 

Midweek in late January, we were running low on fresh vegetables and gin, and I made a 

trip to the grocery store and liquor store. In addition to, and in contrast to, buying some leafy 

greens, I bought a 2-liter bottle of Beefeater Gin and a smaller 750-milliliter bottle of 

ultrapremium gin that looked fun. Late Friday afternoon Colleen was asleep, and I was trying to 

finish my workweek but couldn’t focus—my mind kept flipping from work to her odd behavior. 

Suddenly, something clicked in my brain—a “cause” that could explain the “effect.” While 

Colleen was still napping, I opened the cabinet where we kept alcohol. As I did, I was startled by 

the cabinet door’s creaking. That’s part of what I have been hearing. I let the cabinet door close 

and heard the peculiar, and now sickening, thump. The creak and thump were unmistakable. I 

looked in the cabinet and discovered that the bigger gin bottle was opened and a couple inches 

were gone. No, it couldn’t be. I poked my head into Jack’s room and asked him to join me in the 

kitchen. Although he was well into his 20s, I laid on the parent-talk preamble thick: “Jack, I need 

you to tell me the truth. I won’t be mad....” If he and a friend had a late-night gin drink while 

hanging out, that would have been fine. He cocked his head and look at me quizzically.  

I pointed to the opened big bottle and said, “Did you open it—because I didn’t?” He 

shook his head as he processed my line of questioning and the implications of his response. I 

then swung the cabinet door back and forth and, although we had never talked about the creak 

and thump, he had been hearing it too. Our eyes met and we stared at each other.  

Although this was a watershed moment, in the spirit of an honest recounting of the story, 

at the time I didn’t think it was that big of a deal. I was a babe in the woods when it came to 

addiction and alcoholism. In high school health class I had heard the standard speech that alcohol 

can be as addictive as heroin. At informal reunions with college or summer sailing buddies, we’d 
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joke about needing to check into a rehab clinic after the weekend of partying. But I thought those 

were hyperbolic scare tactics and jokes. These things happen to other people, not “nice people” 

like us. 

That evening, after Colleen woke, Jack and I had “the talk” with her. It wasn’t 

confrontational, why should it be? I had had my own share of lost nights so who was I to judge 

too harshly? Jack stood by me for support when I showed Colleen the opened bottle with the 

couple inches gone. Jack and I shared that we were concerned with her behavior. I was taken 

aback when she denied nothing. She owned up to drinking outside of cocktail hour and said that 

she had been having a hard time and a little drink or two helped her through the day. She was 

also taking prescribed antidepressant medications. I said, “Hun, you’ve got to slow it down and 

watch yourself.” I added, “How can we help?” Colleen was ashamed and promised that she 

would communicate more about how she was doing and would indeed take it easy.  

Problem solved. Successful intervention. Good as new. I was a great partner and 

husband. While the memories of that day remain crystal clear, the next month’s memories—mid-

January to mid-February—are fuzzy. The situation spiraled downward quickly. So quickly that 

my mind never fully processed the events.  

Although Colleen held true to her promise for a week or so and things appeared to be 

under control, eventually her erratic behavior not only returned but intensified. This puzzled me 

because I had been tracking the levels of our liquor bottles and hadn’t noticed any unexplainable 

changes. I was mulling this over on a weekend afternoon when she was out and it occurred to me 

that she knew that I was checking the liquor cabinet and that led me to searching her personal 

belongings for clues.  

She kept smaller clothes—tee shirts, exercise shorts and tops, and bras and underwear—

in wicker baskets on shelves in her closet. Moving from basket to basket, I spread my hand wide 

and pushed down on the clothes, feeling for anything solid. Nothing, nothing, nothing—I began 

to think that my intuition was unfounded and started to feel badly about not trusting her. Then, in 

the second to the last basket, I felt something hard covered by several layers of clothes. Under 

the clothes my fingers encircled a water bottle. I gave it a little shake and felt the sloshing 

indicating that it was half full. I opened and smelled it—wine. I took a sip and confirmed that it 

was white wine, cheap wine at that. 
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While I had thought the first intervention was “problem solved,” I knew this discovery 

was serious. Taking a nip or two out of the liquor cabinet off-cocktail-hours was concerning but I 

had done that myself many times on weekends. Often, I’d enjoy an early afternoon rum punch or 

beer to take the edge off a Saturday or Sunday. However, surreptitiously buying and hiding 

alcohol, elevated the situation to a new level. As I tipped the water bottle back and forth and 

watched the yellow wavelets and contemplated its implications, I wondered how to address this 

with her. While the liquor cabinet was “public property” in the house, how could I talk to her 

about what I had found in her personal belongings?  

However, I couldn’t just “let it go” and when she returned home, I asked her to sit down 

so we could talk. I had placed the water bottle I had found on the kitchen table and she glanced 

nervously at it and knew what was coming. Like our first “intervention,” she didn’t deny 

anything. Unlike our first intervention, this time she shifted the blame for her actions to me and 

how I had been treating her.  

 

Through this time, Colleen seemed to be benefitting from her psychologist visits and we 

agreed that she would talk to him about her urges to drink. Exposing her vulnerability to him 

must have been excruciating for her. Eventually, her psychologist suggested that I join Colleen 

so we could discuss the rapidly evolving situation.  

In that first session I realized that I’m not as good a listener as I thought. Over the past 

years Colleen had interpreted my well-intentioned actions to give her space as not caring about 

what she was going through. To his credit, the psychologist didn’t pull any punches about 

Colleen and alcohol. He addressed the situation aggressively. The only two paths to effective 

recovery he had witnessed were residential treatment or attending daily AA meetings for three 

solid months—“in the program” (in AA) it’s referred to as, “90 meetings in 90 days.” 

In Colleen’s past visits with her psychologist, she had talked about suicidal thoughts. Her 

chronic obsession with weight-gain had also intensified. He thought an underlying driver was a 

major depressive disorder but reserved final judgment. Regardless, it was serious and it was 

dangerous. As long as she was actively drinking, his and her psychiatrist’s abilities to help would 

be limited, and alcohol would mask the cause-and-effect relationships between therapy and 

medications, and her mental state.  
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After that somber visit on a bright Florida winter day, we drove home without talking, 

northbound on State Road A1A. I don’t know what type of silence hers was, but mine was a 

shocked silence. We stopped several times to let young families on winter vacations cross the 

road to the beach—smiling mother and father, happy children, beach bag, plastic sand bucket, 

and inflatable water toys. We probably looked like them 15 or 20 years ago.  

 

In late 2015, if I had known what was coming, I would have paused our pursuit of a 

house on the water. Our current house was fine; the last thing we needed was the stress of the 

moving. However, we had already put a deposit on the new house and walking away would have 

entailed losing that deposit. In addition, given the housing market, we had decided that once we 

moved, we would rent our current house for a year or so prior to selling it, and we had a renting 

family all set to move in. Bottomline, going backwards on our housing decisions at this point 

would have been both expensive and disruptive. Besides, I rationalized that a new start in a 

different home might be good for Colleen. We worked through home and property inspections 

and the overhead of acquiring a house out of foreclosure and took possession.  

While long-distance moving is stressful, this move from our old smaller house to a larger 

house on the water a mile away should have been joyous. Given the short distance, we had 

decided to move ourselves using Jack’s work truck and our car. However, the night before our 

big moving day, the stress exacerbated Colleen’s underlying conditions, and although Jack and I 

were trying to keep her abstinent, she drank heavily. The next morning Colleen was terribly 

hungover, and of no help at all in the move. Worse yet, throughout the day she managed to sneak 

alcohol here and there and as Jack and I were loading and unloading beds and dressers and boxes 

Colleen was stumbling around, trying to figure out which house she was in. By mid-afternoon, 

Colleen was begging us to leave her alone at either house so she could sleep. However, Jack and 

I were concerned that if we left her alone, she’d walk, or worse, try to drive and buy more 

alcohol, or otherwise hurt herself or someone else. While that was my superficial reasoning, 

below the surface, anger and resentment were growing like a cancer. I thought, Even if she does 

want to sleep it off while Jack and I move our things, I’m not going to let her. If she’s not going 

to help, I’m not going to give her the easy way out. I’ll drag her back and forth with us. It was a 

mean line of thinking, but emblematic of the far-reaching effects of addiction on relationships. 
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As the afternoon and the move wore on, Jack and I developed the process of sitting her in 

a chair in the old house while we loaded the truck and car. When done with the loading, we’d 

literally force her into the front seat, drive to the new house, sit her in another chair, unload and 

then repeat the process. All the while she was moaning and complaining about how she wanted 

to sleep. The cycle of loading and unloading seemed endless that day and started me down a road 

of anger and resentment. Years later I’d see it as a manifestation of addiction being a family 

disease.  

 

After we moved into our new house and settled renters in our old house, Colleen was able 

to maintain a rhythm that was more stable but not sustainable. She would genuinely try not to 

drink and she appeared to be successful for a week or so. Eventually however, she would buy 

alcohol and after each episode, her shame and despondency would magnify.  

On top of the addiction, Colleen began cutting herself, small incisions on her upper thigh 

that others couldn’t see when she wore shorts. When her relapses intensified, she developed a 

suicide plan and—to her credit—shared her dark thoughts with her psychologist. Most states 

have laws that compel mental health professionals to hospitalize those that pose an imminent 

danger to themselves or others. In Florida, this law is the Baker Act. While the language of the 

Baker Act is clear, her psychologist was concerned that while a short-term inpatient psychiatric 

admission would help stabilize Colleen’s immediate situation, it wouldn’t help her get to a better 

place long-term. Since a single alcohol relapse sparked a downward spiral of shame and 

despondency in her, her reaction to being “committed,” or “Baker Acted,” undoubtedly would be 

worse. 

While that was her psychologist’s reasoned thinking and plan, his plan didn’t hold-up and 

the straw that broke the camel’s back was when she drove to a midday appointment with him and 

arrived very drunk. He was concerned with both her drinking and driving, and escalating self-

harm. Even if she didn’t intend to commit suicide, if she was cutting herself while drunk, there 

was a distinct possibility that her alcohol-impaired brain and motor control would make a 

mistake. She’d cut too deeply, pass out, and it all would be over.  

In the end, while he didn’t actually “Baker Act” her, he used the threat to give her no 

choice. “Colleen, if you won’t admit yourself, I’ll be forced to do it for you, and you’ll like that 

even less.” When it all happened, no psychiatric beds were available at the “nice” and “private” 
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hospitals in our community, so she was admitted to the urban public county hospital. Although I 

had worked my entire career in the administrative side of healthcare, visiting psychiatric units 

was off-limits except to patients and caregivers. Family and friends were allowed only limited 

visits under strict control. When I came to see Colleen that evening, I was notified of the 

psychiatric unit’s strict procedures. As I emptied my pockets and left all personal items in a 

locker outside the unit and was buzzed-in through a double-set of security doors, visions of 

“Mac” McMurphy and Nurse Ratched in One Flew Over the Cuckoo’s Nest floated through my 

head. 

Visitation hours at the inpatient psychiatric unit were from 6:30 to 8:00 p.m. While my 

visits during her short stay were heart-wrenching for me, I can’t imagine what they were like for 

Colleen. After a visit, all I could think about was pouring myself a nice, tall, ice-cold martini to 

relax. Toward the end of her admission, Colleen and I met with the clinical intern who was 

running group therapy sessions. It happened to be St. Patrick’s Day and the psychiatric unit was 

festooned with green banners—a stark contrast to the grave nature of our couple’s session. The 

young intern knew the risks to Colleen during her reentry to home life and she asked me about 

“the plan” to try to keep Colleen safe and sober when she returned home. I hadn’t thought that 

far ahead; I was still processing events that led up to the admission. The intern said that total 

abstinence from alcohol was the only viable goal for Colleen and that “alcohol in moderation” 

would inevitably lead to another downward spiral. She added that ideally there would be no 

alcohol in the house, and even the smell of alcohol on a family member’s breath would 

exacerbate Colleen’s delicate state. 

I said goodbye to Colleen and decided to drive home the long way—on the scenic A1A 

beach road. As I pulled out of the hospital parking lot and headed toward A1A in silence, I began 

processing the realization that life for Colleen and me would never be the same. I reached A1A 

and turned north, putting the ocean to my right, and the beachside bars of Ft. Lauderdale to my 

left. Jovial, green-garbed patrons spilled out of the bars and onto the sidewalks. Some held pints 

of dark Guinness stout; others held lighter American beer dyed green. In any other year, I would 

be right there with them. As I scanned their backslapping, their high fives, I wondered who 

among them had a seed of addiction growing perniciously. 

As I drove past the bars and onto a quieter stretch of A1A and neared home, the ice-cold 

martini beckoned. As soon as the garage door was shut and the dogs were let out, I filled the 
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cocktail shaker with ice, set it on the kitchen counter, and thought, How twisted is this? Colleen 

is struggling with addiction to alcohol and I’m trying to help her, and now all I want is a drink to 

unwind. It was a confusing thought. Usually, when I’m contemplating a difficult question, I’m 

looking for the “right” answer. However, in this case the answer was obvious; it was the 

implications that were vexing. I imagined myself in a teetotaling life, How awkward would I feel 

at parties or work functions without the social lubricant of alcohol? Could I live without the 

buzz, without the rush? Would others continue to see me as funny and engaging when I was 

sober? Or maybe, (kind of like not wearing my wedding ring) would it be not that big of a deal 

and others would continue to love me for who I am?  

After contemplation, I retrieved my bottle of gin and set it next to the ice shaker (days 

before, I had hidden it high in a closet so Colleen wouldn’t find it). On the kitchen counter, I 

could hear the bottle—it was crying out to be poured over the ice. I picked it up, felt its 

tremendous weight—hesitated—and poured it down the drain, threw the shaker in the trash, and 

never looked back.  

 

Others who know me well and know how much I enjoyed my cocktails would later ask, 

“How hard was it to quit?” For me—it was surprisingly easy. Ironically, the thing that helped me 

stop, was seeing Colleen in her worst moments. Seeing her sneak around and buy alcohol and 

drink and have a bad night, and feel awful and ashamed the next morning, and then do it all over 

again was—if I could be allowed a pun—sobering. 

 

Eventually, Colleen was discharged from the psychiatric unit, and I was hopeful that a 

“carrot-and-stick” approach of attending AA meetings, seeing her psychologist, and me not 

drinking—the carrots—combined with her experiencing the inside of an inpatient psychiatric 

ward—the stick—would be more powerful than her urge to drink. She’d see that I could do it 

and see the implications of her actions and make the logical choice. At the time that was my 

“babe-in-the-woods” perspective—back when I thought that logic held some sway in the world 

of addiction. 

For a short time, Colleen was on top of the world about her newfound sobriety. She was 

making friends in AA, and we thought we had this figured out. Our daughter Emma had 

graduated from college in Pittsburgh and had moved back home. While Emma had been 
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involved from a distance in our familial challenges, we welcomed the prospect of all being 

together again under one roof. Although Colleen felt positive, her psychologist warned us not to 

be seduced by the “pink cloud.” He said the pink cloud describes an addict’s early abstinence 

efforts that produce feelings of euphoria and elation. The addict feels confident and excited about 

the prospect of recovery. The problem is that, if—or perhaps when—there’s a relapse, the addict 

falls from a higher place. 

Her psychologist’s prescience was eerie—like a low-budget horror movie that he had 

seen before. He knew the inevitable ending. Colleen’s relapses came and the falls were far. It 

was hard on the kids, hard on me, but especially hard on her. Both of our children were valiant 

during this time, and they expressed themselves in different ways. As young adults they were 

trying to find their way in the world, but also support the mother whom they dearly loved. After 

several months, Emma moved out of the house and in with friends across town. Understandably, 

she couldn’t deal with seeing her mother this way. 

That spring, after many “wash, rinse, repeat” cycles of relapse, and with her 

psychologist’s urging, Colleen agreed to be admitted to a 30-day residential program at a nearby 

addiction treatment center. Before the admission, when things were especially bad, I called 

Colleen’s mother and asked her to visit us and help keep track of Colleen. Her mother arrived the 

next day to provide needed respite for the rest of us. On the day of Colleen’s admission, the three 

of us—Colleen, her mother, and I—drove half an hour to the treatment center in awkward 

silence. When we arrived, a Behavioral Health Technician took Colleen’s suitcase and searched 

it for contraband while a clinician conducted an admission assessment with Colleen. On the drive 

home, Colleen’s mother and I talked about the bizarre situation—three of us driving there, two of 

us driving home. We thought we were taking aggressive steps, and in 30 days this would all be 

behind us.  

 

I was happy to see Colleen 14 days later at a family therapy day, but sad that she had 

started to smoke. Many people in recovery smoke, but I had hoped Colleen would be immune to 

the temptation. When the kids were growing up, Colleen was an ardent antismoker. In treatment, 

however, the peer pressure, combined with her addicted brain’s desire for any chemically 

induced rush proved overwhelming. The addicted brain, when trying to learn how to live without 

its substance of choice, yearns for any stimulant it can get.  
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After an intense morning group session, the therapist suggested a 15-minute break, and 

rather than catch up with me over the break, Colleen excused herself and went outside with her 

new treatment friends. When I started to join her, she gave me a look that clearly indicated that 

she didn’t want me to follow. When the session restarted, she smelled like smoke. Her soul must 

have been on a stretching rack before that break—one side of her drawn toward staying with me, 

the other side straining to satisfy an addiction to a new substance—overlayed with the shame of a 

habit that’s unhealthy for anyone but particularly for Colleen who thinks of herself as a “fitness 

freak” and has mild asthma.  

In the group session I was dumbstruck by the number of clients who were on their 

second, third, or fourth “round” of residential treatment. My earlier thinking of “30 days and this 

will all be behind us” seemed so incredibly naïve. Following Colleen’s 30 days of residential 

treatment, she enrolled in a month of intensive outpatient therapy (IOP). During IOP Colleen 

lived at home but attended therapy three days per week, three hours per day to ease her reentry 

into home life. She was able to maintain sobriety during and after IOP. Colleen was sober—yes, 

she’d sneak off for a cigarette, but I tried not to let that bother me. I continued my own 

abstinence, and the kids would occasionally have a beer in moderation but never ever around 

their mother. 

That summer Colleen, Jack, and I took a vacation to Yellowstone National Park. The 

memories are clear and crisp. In the pictures, Colleen looks so happy, healthy, beautiful—in 

short, the old Colleen. As far as I could tell, she was “back.” Colleen was abstinent from alcohol 

the entire summer and attended AA meetings regularly. She had started seeing a psychiatrist who 

prescribed additional medications to stabilize her moods. I had a lot of hope, and I think she did 

too. It felt like we had done everything right—we had involved professionals and taken their 

advice, we had adjusted our lifestyles, and we were moving forward and reaping the benefits. 

 

Although I was happy for Colleen’s successes, late that summer I celebrated my 52nd 

birthday making me just two years shy of my sister’s age when she died. Over that birthday I 

ruminated about my own mortality and ideally what I’d be doing with the rest of my life. As a 

result of that rumination, I decided to buy a small sailboat. Nothing big, just something to goof 

around with on weekends, perhaps take some overnight trips south to Miami or north to Palm 

Beach. Although I was continuing to read sea and long-distance voyaging stories, I just wanted 
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something small. After much searching, I acquired a classic 1970s, 25-foot sloop. Too small for 

extended voyaging, but perfect for daysailing and weekends.  

On a sailboat, the ropes that sailors use to control the sails are referred to as “sheets.” 

While I loved most everything about this little boat, I didn’t love her name: Three Sheets. Earlier 

in my life—I would have found the double entendre between a boat’s sheets and a drinking 

sailor’s propensity to become “three sheets to the wind,” to be a great joke, but not now. I 

rechristened her Ruthie J in honor of my mother. While I loved sailing Ruthie J in the waters 

near my home, every time I was out on her I found myself dreaming of longer and more 

extensive voyages. 

 

Looking back, Colleen’s sober summer reminds me of my sister’s “good summer”—

when Amy’s cancer was under control. Through the early fall of 2016, Colleen continued to do 

well, and we began discussing her getting a meaningful job to aid in her recovery. At the time, it 

seemed to make sense that she look for employment in the addiction treatment field. I thought, 

Why not? She had firsthand experience and was a caring person. Colleen applied for a job as a 

Behavioral Health Technician and was called in for an interview. I urged her to be clear in the 

interview that she was applying more for the experience than the money and that she was 

interested only in part-time, daylight, weekday work. We both agreed that she ease back into the 

work world, and that nighttime and weekend work would put undue strains on her recovery. 

 At the conclusion of the interview, Colleen was offered a job and accepted it on the spot. 

She returned home over-the-moon happy and on the “pink cloud.” Only later did she tell me that 

it was full-time, and she’d start by working the evening and night shifts, including weekends and 

holidays. I sighed, started to protest but accepted her decision. We had talked about limits quite 

clearly and I had expressed my opinions, but she was an adult and had the right to make her own 

choices. I now regret keeping my mouth shut.  

Long story short, the combination of a new job in addiction (surrounded by addicts), the 

stress of the end-of-year holidays, and her late November birthday were too much for Colleen’s 

sobriety. In October and November 2016, she started relapsing. I had begun journaling in 

earnest, and as I look back to my entries from those months, I’m amazed how naïve I was and 

how much I didn’t want to believe what was happening. In my defense, I wanted to be hopeful. 
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We had a tumultuous Thanksgiving, December, and Christmas. Colleen was hanging on 

by a thread—trying to hold it all together, attempting to stop the inevitable train wreck of the 

downward spiral—but the dam broke on the evening of Friday, December 30. Colleen had told 

Jack and me that she was working that evening, and Jack and I were at home fixing a late dinner 

with holiday leftovers. As the two of us sat down to eat, Jack’s phone rang. It was from an 

unknown number. While Jack doesn’t typically answer calls from unknown numbers, he 

answered this call—perhaps it was the son’s version of “mother’s intuition.” The woman calling 

began by asking if his mother was “Colleen.” The unknown caller was at a nearby movie theater 

and Colleen was there and was in trouble. The woman finished by saying he should come get her 

immediately before the police arrived. Jack and I jumped into our car and drove the 10 minutes 

in silence, each of us wondering and worried sick what we would find.  

 

Colleen had always loved movies and was a frequent patron of this theater. It was a 

modern multiplex, and the open-air ticketing area was full of festive theatergoers the night before 

New Year’s Eve. Jack and I worked our way through the crowd, looking for Colleen. In my 

haste, I almost bumped into a woman facing away from me. Although I could see just her back, a 

semiconscious bias in my mind labeled her as a homeless person and I should stay away. Her 

shoulder length hair was wildly disheveled with leaves and grass intertwined in it, and she was 

wrapped in a threadbare, light-blue polyester blanket—the kind you’d keep in the trunk of your 

car for emergencies. She was stumbling around, probably panhandling for change amid the 

holiday crowd. I walked past her, minding my distance, and kept looking for Colleen. Then, I 

heard Colleen’s voice behind me. I turned around and looked the “homeless person” in the face 

for the first time—it was my wife! Her eyes were glassy, and she gave me a boozy smile that I 

have come to know all too well. Jack and I grabbed her arms to keep her standing and the woman 

who had called approached us with her husband to help. I’m forever grateful for them caring 

enough to help Colleen. They had found her stumbling and shivering and had given her the 

blanket. 

In the month that Colleen had had this job, she had told us that they often took “clients” 

out to movie nights. We questioned Colleen for several minutes to try to learn if she had come to 

the theater with clients or by herself, but we couldn’t get a straight answer. Colleen could barely 

piece together a simple declarative sentence, let alone answer a question. Holding Colleen 
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upright, Jack and I talked through this conundrum. While our first instinct was to get Colleen out 

of there as quickly as possible, we had no idea if we would be abandoning her clients at the 

theater. We eventually reasoned that since the facility’s Behavioral Health Technicians usually 

worked in pairs, if it was a movie night for clients, there likely was another technician present 

and that technician would oversee the clients and get them back to the treatment center residence 

safely.  

Just as disturbing, Colleen had nothing with her. Nothing! When we asked where her 

keys, wallet, phone, and purse were, she had no idea. We then asked where her car was—again, 

she had no idea. At that point Jack and I decided we had best get out of there. If the gracious 

couple who had called Jack was correct in saying that the police had been summoned, they 

would be arriving at any minute. Jack and I laid Colleen in the back seat of the car, returned the 

blanket and thanked the couple, and drove off into the night. 
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11. Exploring the US Virgin Islands 

 

At the conclusion of Chapter 9, Hazel and I had just made landfall after an 11-day, 1,000-

nautical mile passage.  

 

The good news was that Hazel and I had technically made landfall—that is, we had sighted the 

Virgin Islands. However, the not so good news was that the Virgins were still some 25 nautical 

miles distant, it was midday, and we were sailing slowly in light winds. This combination put our 

estimated time of arrival at the northern shores of the Virgin Islands around sunset. Since I didn’t 

know these waters and didn’t want to navigate them at night, we’d have to stand off the shore by 

several miles and wait for dawn. While it might sound painful to be “so close, yet so far” for one 

more night, it was just one more night. I chuckled about what “so close, yet so far” means to a 

modern traveler. The traveler becomes indignant when his two-hour, 1,000-mile flight arrives 15 

minutes early and his plane must wait ten minutes for the airport gate to become available. 

By 6:00 p.m. that evening we had covered those remaining 25 miles and were a 

comfortable three to four miles off the coast of St. Thomas. Although the weather was calm and I 

could have anchored well away from shore if it were shallower, my charts—confirmed by 

Hazel’s sonar—indicated that it was too deep to anchor. Therefore, my plan was to “heave to” 

and wait out the night and set foot on shore in the morning.  

“Heaving to” is a technique that slows a boat’s progress and—more or less—keeps it in 

one place without the use of an anchor. While there’s a rough analogy that heaving to is like 

shifting an automobile into “park,” it’s not 100% accurate as minimal movement through the 

water is a lot different from no movement through the water. Bottom line, I’d need to continue 

my catnapping routine for one more night and wake up every 20–30 minutes to check my 

position. 

Through trial-and-error, I’d learned that Hazel behaves best when hove to with a double 

reef in her mainsail. As I was reefing the sail in preparation to heave to, I experienced a moment 

of pure poetic justice. The leading edge of a sail is the “luff,” and on Hazel’s mainsail the luff 

has a series of ten fittings that secure the sail to the mast. These complex fittings are made of 

stainless steel and high-tech plastic. When sailing in strong winds, the mainsail generates 

significant force, and these fittings transfer that force to the mast. On the sail-side of the fittings, 
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they are stitched into the Dacron fabric of the sail; on the mast-side, they run up a track in the 

mast so that the mainsail can be hoisted and lowered.  

Hazel’s mainsail was old and on the verge of needing to be replaced, and when I was in 

the middle of the passage from The Bahamas to the Virgin Islands, one of these fittings had 

given way after years of hard use. Since I didn’t have an exact spare fitting onboard and I 

absolutely needed the mainsail, I had to come up with an alternative. Far out to sea on passage, I 

had spent half a day jury-rigging a solution out of pieces and parts from Hazel’s spares kit. While 

my on-the-water fix had worked perfectly throughout the remainder of the passage, and held fast 

through some challenging weather, on that last evening as I double-reefed the main to heave-to, 

my jury-rigged fitting gave out and broke for good. How poignant, I thought! I can ignore it for 

now and deal with it when ashore with access to chandleries and spare parts. At the risk of 

anthropomorphizing, my jury-rigged fitting knew that it had to make it through the passage, and 

then it could rest, for good. Since I hadn’t talked to any other person for 11 days, I was happy to 

eulogize the fitting aloud and thank it for its service to the cause. I saved the plastic components 

and gave the broken metal parts a proper burial at sea, as they would soon rust away to nothing. 

 

I ate a good dinner sitting in Hazel’s cockpit with my back to the north and my eyes to 

the south so that I could enjoy the view of the Virgin Islands and dream about my arrival the next 

morning. I’d dreamt of it many times, but my daydreams were hypothetical and in some hazy, 

ill-defined future. This evening, they were very real, and I was going to actualize them the next 

morning. 

The light trade winds that made my daytime sailing so slow continued into the evening 

and were predicted to continue through the morning, making for a quiet and easy night. I thought 

about how far I had come—physically, emotionally, spiritually—and that I had had the courage 

to take that first step off my dock and start this voyage. Days before I had scattered Colleen’s 

ashes on the sea and since then Hazel and I had traveled from no land in sight, a hundred miles 

from any other living person, to looking out over the verdant hills of Caribbean islands.  

The lights of houses on the hills began to wink in the distance, and I was enchanted by 

the topography of these islands. While beautiful, The Bahamas are topographically and 

bathymetrically similar to the Florida Keys, with which I was plenty familiar. Both The Bahamas 

and Florida Keys and are low-lying, with their highest points above sea level being 200 feet for 
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The Bahamas and just 18 feet for the Florida Keys. As form follows function, bathymetry 

follows topography, and miles of shallow water surround both The Bahamas and Florida Keys. 

Conversely, the highest point in the Virgin Islands is 1,700 feet, and their steep hills plunge into 

surrounding deep water.  

The Carib, Arawak, and Ciboney peoples had come from South America and had 

inhabited these islands for 3,000 years prior to Western colonization. Enchanted by the beauty of 

the islands, in 1493 Christopher Columbus named them the Virgin Islands after Saint Ursula and 

her 11,000 virgins who were said to possess legendary beauty. Between colonial culture, 

weapons, diseases, and enslavement, the Caribs, Arawaks, and Ciboneys did not last long after 

the European invasion.  

As with other Caribbean archipelagos during the colonial period, these islands changed 

hands many times among the Spanish, French, Danes, Dutch, British, and others. In the late-

1600s the British took possession of what is now the British Virgin Islands while the Danes 

owned what is now the US Virgin Islands. In 1865, the US and Denmark began negotiations to 

transfer ownership but it took 50 years for the transaction to be consummated. In 1867, William 

Henry Seward (a US Secretary of State who also purchased Alaska) negotiated a treaty for 

Denmark to cede the islands, but the US Senate rejected the deal. The US did not agree to take 

possession until the early 1900s. At that time, Denmark needed cash to finance its efforts in 

World War I, Germany was threatening to acquire the Danish Virgin Islands, and the US’s 

acquisition was primarily a defensive move to keep Germany from establishing a beachhead in 

the Americas. 

 

One hundred years later and leading up to my voyage, several friends and family had 

asked me, “Why is your destination the Virgin Islands?” There were a couple reasons. First, it 

seemed to be the right amount of challenge for this voyage. While The Bahamas was a good 

stepping-stone, I wanted to sail to a physical place where I had never been before. 

Metaphorically, I saw it as a fitting parallel to the emotional and spiritual place in which I now 

found myself. Secondly, on a chart of the entire Caribbean (Cuba through Trinidad and Tobago), 

the Virgin Islands are in the northeast corner. The Virgins are also the easternmost islands of the 

Greater Antilles (Cuba, Jamaica, Hispaniola, and Puerto Rico are the major islands of this chain). 

All the other islands in the Caribbean comprise the Lesser Antilles and lie to the south of the 
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Virgins. According to cruising books, once a US mainland-based sailor makes the difficult sail to 

the Virgin Islands, continuing south through the Lesser Antilles are “easy” hops of daysails and 

short one or two-night passages in generally favorable winds. I wanted to prove to myself that I 

could attain the Virgin Islands and know that when I reached them on a subsequent voyage and 

with more time in the cruising season, the Lesser Antilles would await me.  

 

I didn’t sleep well that night, hove to off the northern shore of St. Thomas. Like my last 

night in The Bahamas and my last night at home, I was too excited about the prospects for the 

next day. I awoke every thirty minutes and did a quick check of our position and made sure no 

weather was brewing. Finally, about 5:00 a.m., I started to see color in the eastern sky. I brewed 

some coffee and made a good breakfast in preparation for the coming day. With any luck, my 

next meal would be on dry land and involve fresh food. 

In my cruiser’s guide to the Virgin Islands I had read that the Cruz Bay US customs and 

immigration office on St. John was the easiest port-of-entry for private cruisers so I hoisted my 

yellow flag in Hazel’s starboard rigging and started sailing between the US Virgin Islands’ 

smaller outlying islands toward Cruz Bay. After an hour of negotiating some narrow channels I 

entered Pillsbury Sound, a mile-wide body of water that separates the USVI islands of St. 

Thomas to the west and St. John to the east. Cruz Bay is on the western tip of St. John and looks 

out across Pillsbury Sound and St. Thomas. Outside the Cruz Bay harbor, I doused Hazel’s sails, 

fired up her diesel engine, and motored slowly into the small and crowded harbor. The lack of 

fanfare was ironic. I had completed something very big—however, steaming into the harbor, I 

was just another boat. I tied Hazel alongside the customs and immigration dock.  

It felt bizarre stepping off her constantly moving deck for the first time in 12 days and 

onto terra firma. I stood on the dock for several minutes and held onto one of the pilings to 

steady myself. To my eyes and brain, Hazel and the surrounding water looked to be fixed but the 

land was rocking back and forth. Eventually my “land legs'' returned enough so that I was able to 

walk the short distance to the trailer that housed US Customs and Immigration. After a little 

waiting, I presented my passport and Hazel’s ship’s papers. I filled out some forms, answered 

some questions, and was technically back in my home country! 

After lowering Hazel’s quarantine flag and raising the USVI flag, I walked around the 

town of Cruz Bay. I stopped at several bars and each time ordered a frozen virgin fruit drink—
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they were indescribably delicious after two weeks of limited fresh food and citrus, and drinking 

nothing colder than ambient temperature. Finally, I stopped in a promising local joint and 

savored a cheeseburger with lettuce, onion, tomatoes, and fries. 

As I walked back to Hazel with a full belly, the last 12 days of sleeping-via-catnaps 

started catching up with me. I also needed to make proper repairs to Hazel’s mainsail fitting, 

refill her water tanks, do laundry, and—most of all—take a hot shower. All of that pointed 

toward spending several nights in a marina. I checked my cruiser's guide, made some calls and 

found a marina with an open slip on the eastern tip of St. Thomas, across the Pillsbury Sound. 

On the short trip across the sound, I marveled at the beauty of the islands and the boat traffic: 

charter boats, small fishing vessels, supply freighters, private yachts. It was a sailor’s culture-

shock after being in an empty ocean for so long.  

I radioed ahead to the marina shortly before I arrived and was given my slip assignment, 

and some friendly dockhands were waiting for me to help secure Hazel.  

 

For the next several days in the marina, I thoroughly enjoyed showers, laundry, and 

restaurant meals. Using the marina’s Wi-Fi, I caught up on email and news, talked to family and 

friends back home, and made posts to the HJ Sailing blog site so followers would know that I 

had arrived safely. Before I had left Florida, I gave my son Jack credentials on the site so he 

could post updates to apprise others of my progress. It was fun to read what he had written about 

the passage from his perspective.  

I also composed a reply to Rhett. I told her how much I appreciated her email, how I had 

discovered it in my inbox when I was hundreds of miles out to sea, and how I had reread it 

“several times” when I was missing human connection. Although I try hard to be honest person, 

in telling Rhett that I reread her email several times, I wasn’t being totally forthright. I had re-

read it many more times than that. However, “several times'' sounded better than “hundreds of 

times” at this stage in our potential relationship. The borderline madness and yearning for human 

connection that comes from being alone at sea for days on end drives a solo sailor toward 

repetitive and perseverant behaviors. I was concerned that she might interpret that “temporary 

madness” as a harbinger of a larger and more permanent madness—with any luck, she’d only 

find that out later. 
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To conclude the email, I got up the courage to ask her if she’d have dinner with me when 

I got home to South Florida, whenever that turned out to be. The palms of my hands were 

sweaty, and I felt like I was in high school when I pressed the “send” button. After the email 

program confirmed that the sending was complete, I thought, Well, there’s no going back on that 

message.  

Finally, I checked the news to see if anything important was happening in the world. I 

was surprised that President Trump’s impeachment trial was “old news” and absent from the 

headlines and was crowded out by phrases and acronyms unfamiliar to me: Novel Coronavirus 

and COVID-19. I had to search news archives to learn the results of the impeachment trial and 

read the headline articles to understand these new terms. 

 

While not on passage, a cruising sailor has three basic options for overnights on the 

water: a marina, at anchor, or secured to a mooring ball. Marinas are nice from time-to-time for 

showers, laundry, provisioning, and visiting nearby towns. However, they get expensive and are 

not as adventuresome as the other options and after several days in the marina, I was ready to 

embark and explore the US National Park on St. John. While setting our own anchor in the 

bottom in some secluded and protected bay would have been ideal, given the number of visitors 

the Park Service prohibits anchoring within the park’s boundaries and instead requires that 

cruisers “pick up” one of the numerous mooring balls they have set in the bays and coves. A 

“mooring ball” is a small buoy, about 2 feet in diameter, with a 10–15 foot pendant of floating 

rope streaming off of it. The pendant is terminated in a loop and the mooring ball is permanently 

secured to the seafloor. Whereas the length of an anchor chain needs to be three to seven times 

the depth of the water to allow an anchor to dig into a sandy bottom, mooring balls float directly 

above their attachment points. Therefore, boats on mooring balls swing less than boats at anchor, 

and—in turn—more boats can be fit into a smaller space. Finally, when improperly set over 

reefs, anchors and anchor chains damage corals, so mooring balls are superior in heavily 

trafficked and sensitive reef areas. 

Hazel and I spent the next two weeks exploring St. John and the National Park. 

Depending on the weather and what there was to see nearby, Hazel and I would spend from one 

to three nights on a given mooring ball. On nonsailing days, I’d hike, snorkel, and kayak. On 

sailing days we’d get moving early so we could explore smaller, outlying islands yet still find a 
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mooring ball in another bay for our next stay. Between the chartbook and the cruising guide, we 

knew generally what to expect when we entered any bay. 

In early March, I began planning to sail eastward to the British Virgin Islands (BVI). 

While the USVI and BVI are separated by only three or four miles of water, and small power 

dinghies informally cross between the two all the time, to be legal and legitimate crossing 

involves a visit to a BVI customs and immigration office to check in to the country. Every couple 

days I would read the news and although I was hearing more about the Novel Coronavirus, I 

didn’t see it affecting my plans in any major way—I’d explore the BVI for a couple weeks, then 

sail back west through the USVI and island-hop my way home. 

 

Throughout my days in the USVI, Rhett and I never talked on the phone but fell into a 

comfortable cadence of written communications. In this exchange I learned more about her and 

found myself particularly fond of her joie de vivre and adventuresome spirit. In our emails, we 

never “talked” about talking real-time. We had developed an unspoken understanding between 

us that we had a good thing going—learning about each other asynchronously as “pen pals.” It 

was working for us, and we both enjoyed the diversion, so why mess with it? From my 

perspective, it felt good to learn more about her since she had gotten to know a lot about me via 

my HJ Sailing blog.  

I had started the blog with a simple goal of focusing the communication of my voyage. In 

late 2019 as I started talking to family and friends about my upcoming voyage, everyone said 

they wanted to get electronic updates from me about my adventures (and misadventures). As I 

thought about the prospect of having to write countless individual updates, and the inverse 

relationship between quantity and quality, my mind shuddered. However, I was intrigued at the 

prospect of focusing my thoughts and telling a story, but only having to tell it once. While the 

physical voyage was my initial focus of the blog, almost immediately I was drawn to writing the 

parallel story of Colleen, and my love and grief for her.  

As my posts continued in the USVI I was surprised how much I enjoyed writing and 

posting, not just about Colleen and grief, but about a range of topics. Some posts were breezy 

travelogues, some were more technical treatises on sailing and navigation, and others were my 

deepest—and sometimes darkest—private feelings of my personal voyage through grief. After 
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months of private rumination about Colleen’s life and death, I found it simultaneously terrifying 

and strangely therapeutic to release those thoughts to anyone who cared to read them.  

I’d draft an intimate but relatively scattered post and agonize for days about the prospect 

of publishing the darkness of what I truly felt. During those days, I would re-read what I had 

drafted and winnow the wheat from the chaff and the signal from the noise to bring the story’s 

essence to the fore. Through that process I started to understand while some aspects of the story 

were deep with meaning, other aspects simply had no meaning, they were just random events. I 

also started to see the parallels of Colleen’s and my story to sailing, voyaging, and art. When I 

was satisfied with my thinking and the communication of my thinking, I would press the 

“publish” button and “poof” my thoughts were instantaneously laid bare for all. While I'd start a 

writing session frightened of where it might go, once published, I’d inevitably sit back from my 

screen, take a long inbreath, hold it, exhale and think, Well, that wasn’t so bad. 

I initially expected that if I got any feedback from readers, some of it would be veiled 

outrage that I would share borderline blasphemous thoughts about my relationship with Colleen. 

Instead, I received so much loving feedback, appreciation for sharing, and comparisons to 

readers’ own lives. Like Pavlov’s dog, through this positive feedback loop, I slowly learned that 

intimate sharing was not only acceptable, it was appreciated, and that I was not alone—my 

experiences were not that different from those of others. 

 

As Rhett and I continued our written communications, I discovered that she truly 

understood addiction and recovery—through her lived experience, her education (a master’s 

degree in psychology), and her work. Some of this wasn’t surprising to me as I had learned over 

the past several years that many who work in addiction recovery are themselves recovering 

addicts giving back to the community that had saved their lives. What did surprise me was the 

depth of her empathy. I was also taken aback at how much my soul responded to her 

understanding and empathy. I simultaneously loved it but was confused. My analytical 

engineer’s brain—the brain that had just kept me alive for 10 days and 1,000 miles on the open 

ocean—had logically construed a “perfect partner” and Rhett wasn’t it. That perfect partner was 

someone far from addiction, someone who could help me “forget” all that had happened. Still, I 

was drawn to my email communications with her. Like my blog posts, something would happen 

during my voyaging day, and I’d think, I can’t wait to email Rhett and tell her all about this! 
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Sometimes I even mustered the courage to write, “I wish you were here to see this.” Not only did 

she understand addiction and recovery, she understood how ephemeral life can be—especially 

for the addict in early recovery.  

Eventually, after two and a half weeks, I was satisfied with what I had seen on my first 

visit to the USVI, and another country was beckoning. And so, on the sunny and breezy morning 

of March 11, 2020, I dropped a mooring ball in the US National Park and set sail for Spanish 

Town on Virgin Gorda, BVI.  

 

Oh…by the way and regarding that email I had sent to Rhett on my first day in the Virgin 

Islands: Her answer to my question about having dinner was, “Yes, I’d like that very much!”  
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12. 2017—Treatment and Relapse 

 

Chapter 10 finished with Jack and me finding Colleen drunk and wandering around a movie 

theater complex on the evening of December 30, 2016. 

 

I went to bed angry and woke up angry. It was less the act itself—of wandering around a movie 

theater drunk and disoriented—and more the premeditated lying and endangerment of others. 

The night before, Colleen could barely form words and couldn’t tell us how she got to the movie 

theater or where her car was. What would have happened to her or to others if that Good 

Samaritan hadn’t called us? 

As she lay next to me, sleeping off the binge, I stared at the ceiling and my mind raced. 

Eventually, when I thought there was sufficient daylight to begin a search, I pushed her shoulder 

and said flatly, “Colleen, it’s time to get up and find your car.” While she must have been 

incredibly hungover, or perhaps still even a bit drunk, she was surprisingly more compliant than 

I had anticipated. In a dark part of my heart, I wanted to wake her early and inflict some pain—

payback for the pain she had inflicted on me and her son the night before. As I write this, nearly 

four years later and with her gone from this earth, it’s hard to acknowledge just how dark my 

thoughts were that morning. While I shudder about who I was, I realize that it’s a part of who I 

am, and a piece of that person always will be inside of me. 

Aside from inflicting pain, I had reasoned that if her car were left in some illegal or 

incriminating spot, it would be better for us to find it before the police or a tow-truck driver did. 

Although the Al-Anon philosophy was to let a loved one deal with the consequences of her 

drinking on her own, given the endangerment of others, I felt compelled to jump in and try to 

“fix” things—or, at the very least, patch up the current situation. In retrospect, this incident was 

likely an inflection point where my then-latent co-addiction began to grow uncontrollably, like 

the cancer that had taken my sister. 

By that point Jack was also awake so the three of us got in our other car and I began 

driving. Although we had no idea if Colleen’s car was at the theater, it was the logical place to 

start our search. As we drove in silence, I looked in the rearview mirror at Jack as he stared out 

the car window. I tried to empathize and channel the thoughts that were going through his head. 

In my mind, “normal” 25-year-olds are supposed to sleep-in on New Year’s Eve in preparation 
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for a late night out. Instead, here he was, helping his mother find her car and acting as a buffer 

between his two bitterly fighting parents. Glancing across at Colleen, I softened a bit. While her 

memories from the past night must have been sketchy, she seemed to understand the gravity of 

the situation. Her hands fidgeted in her lap—a telltale sign of her anxiety. In addition, in my 

pushing us out the door to begin the search, she didn’t get her morning cigarette and her brain 

must have been craving nicotine. I wondered if she was wondering, What evil demon has 

possessed my body, and where has my “real self” gone? We were a year into her active 

alcoholism; she was whip-smart and understood logic and cause-and-effect. She knew the 

inevitable outcomes when she drank. However, that didn’t stop her—or perhaps didn’t stop the 

demon inside of her from whispering that just one drink would be OK.  

At 8:00 a.m. on New Year’s Eve, the parking lot of the movie theater was unsurprisingly 

empty and finding Colleen’s car was easier than I had expected. The three of us simultaneously 

spotted her cute little blue Mini Cooper with the silver racing stripe sitting comfortably between 

the two yellow lines of a parking space. Colleen exhaled an audible but short-lived sigh of relief. 

While all had looked as it should from a distance, as we got closer we saw that the Cooper’s 

diminutive front tires had been driven over the parking space’s concrete wheel-stop and its front 

fenders were embedded in waist-high hedges. As the three of us surveyed the scene, I 

instinctively pulled my phone out of my pocket and took a picture of her car, the concrete wheel-

stop, and the hedges. Colleen—who had been lethargic up until that point in the morning—

exploded. While I had been surprised at her compliance when I woke her, she made up for it 

now; she screamed, “What are you doing! You can see what’s wrong with the car!” With all the 

equanimity I could muster at the time, I replied, “Colleen, this is for me. I don’t care what you 

think. I want some proof that I’m not going crazy.” 

When we left home, I had remembered to bring her second set of car keys, and after some 

fancy clutch work and scraping of undercarriage on concrete, I got the car’s front tires over the 

concrete wheel-stop. Jack offered to drive our other car home with Colleen while I drove her car. 

Always perceptive, he knew this was not the time for Mom and Dad to be alone. Back home, I 

noticed Colleen slip out the front door, and found her searching the Mini Cooper. When I asked, 

she sheepishly said, “Looking for my purse, wallet, and keys.” We never found them. They were 

the first of many things that would go missing over the next several years. 
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Later that morning, Jack and I tried to have a big intervention with Colleen, and it went 

as well as can be expected when outright confronting someone who has been backed into a 

corner. Jack agreed with me that another round of residential treatment would be best. Somehow, 

we all landed on Colleen trying harder at home; even hungover, Colleen was an effective 

bargainer. She agreed to go to two AA meetings per day, get an AA sponsor, eat three square 

meals per day, and religiously stay on her medications. She’d keep a careful journal to track her 

adherence to these agreements.  

After the end-of-year holidays I found my return to work and business travel therapeutic; 

getting out of the house and focusing on a client’s problems helped soften the edges of our 

familial problems. My Monday mornings started as they had for years, with a 3:00 a.m. alarm—

shower, dress, and head to the airport for three or four nights on the road. I often did my Monday 

morning journaling in a plane’s window seat where I could be left alone. Instead of tapping away 

on a notebook or tablet computer, or phone like everybody else, I’d pull out my marbled 

composition book and pen. My journal entry from Monday, January 9, 2017, reads: 

I’m writing this on a flight from FLL to EWR [Ft. Lauderdale to 

Newark] and realizing that I’ve probably been an ass to Colleen 

the last several weeks (since her Christmas Eve meltdown and 

hardened by her December 30 movie theater shenanigans). 

Yesterday I was finally nice to her. It felt like a good and honest 

“nice” (and not a pissed-off and faking-it “nice”). Maybe I should 

try harder to not make it personal. 

My heart softened on the flight and for the first time in weeks I felt some rays of hope. I finished 

my journal entry and, as we landed, I group-texted Colleen, Jack, Emma, and Colleen’s mother 

about hope and moving forward.  

When I got to my client, I was immediately launched into a full day work-session that 

culminated in an executive briefing. As the briefing was winding down, my mind wandered to 

the prospect of a good dinner with colleagues and a deep sleep in a hotel bed; it had been a long 

travel and workday. However, as if on cue, as we all stood up from the boardroom table, my 

phone vibrated. It was Jack, calling at an odd time during work hours and I immediately had a 

bad feeling about what I was going to hear. He was on speaker phone with Colleen, and she was 

drunk and depressed about her drinking and relapsing, and she had been cutting herself.  
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My second journal entry for that day reads:  

It’s 11:00 p.m. and I’m about to land in FLL [Ft. Lauderdale], 

having aborted my work week. Flew out this morning and late this 

afternoon got the 911 call from Jack and Colleen…. Some kind of 

marriage counseling would be helpful. Maybe this incident gives 

me a path to be 100% understanding, but still get to a counseling 

stage. If the rest of our lives together is going to feel like the last 

year, I really question if I want that. I love her, or at least love who 

she was, but it’s changed so much now. However, being an ass, 

giving her the cold shoulder, will not help anything. 

Surprisingly, on the flight home it felt like my anger, resentment, and even rage had burned off, 

and I could be a bit more empathetic to her struggles. I was starting to connect that my behaviors 

were an exacerbating factor in Colleen’s downward spirals.  

 

In the early months of 2017, when Colleen was showing signs of drinking, I’d search her 

drawers for hidden alcohol. When sliding my hand through her clothes and feeling that telltale 

shape of a box of wine or bottle, my mind would be flooded with competing emotions. I’d be 

disappointed that—yet again—Colleen let us down and let herself down. On another hand, I’d be 

angry that while I was working a job and having to deal with more-and-more house chores, I also 

had to babysit Colleen. On yet a third hand, I’d feel sorry for her and sorry for myself. I knew 

she was trying but it wasn’t working. Finally, and perhaps most pernicious, I’d be happy and 

satisfied when I discovered the hidden alcohol: I had found it. I was riding in on the white horse 

to “fix” the broken Colleen. Whatever cocktail of dopamine and other chemicals that an addict 

gets as a reward when they use their substance, bet at the track, or buy that next pair of shoes—I 

would get a similar rush when I “saved” Colleen from herself. It was like I was playing a video 

game looking for electronic Easter eggs, but with real-life consequences. Later in 2017 I’d learn 

the terms “co-addiction” and “codependence.” The simple working-definition I use for both 

terms is “being addicted to someone else’s addiction.” 

Eventually, and with Colleen’s agreement, she was admitted to a residential treatment 

center in Naples, Florida, on the Gulf Coast and a two-hour drive away. Throughout Colleen’s 

treatment, I talked regularly to her lead-therapist over the phone. Around week two, the therapist 
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asked me to write a letter to Colleen explaining how alcoholism had affected our lives. I was to 

email the letter directly to Colleen’s therapist, and the therapist would read it to Colleen in a 

group session. Colleen’s peers in recovery would hear my words at the same time Colleen heard 

them and the group would discuss. 

After Colleen’s death, I found that letter tucked away in her things: 

Colleen, 

This letter is difficult to write. I really can’t imagine how difficult 

it could be for you to hear—being read in a group setting. I 

sincerely hope it helps you and helps us. 

Your therapist asked me to write my feelings of how alcoholism 

has affected me and affected the family.  

I find it hard to talk about the past. What’s done is done and can’t 

be undone (The moving finger writes, and having, writ, moves 

on…) Yes, I do harbor a lot of resentment about the past several 

years, but I tend to think more about the future and what it holds. 

While resentment will fade away, if the frequency of dark days in 

the coming years is going to mirror the dark days of the past year, I 

don’t think that’s something I can take. I have a set of emotional 

triggers when something takes me back to the darker days of 

alcohol (dirty and dusty house, unfolded laundry, you on a bad day 

in attack mode looking for a fight). The night before New Year’s, 

when we found you drunk at the theater, was the worst. I also 

know that I’m not the best person and I can be hard to live with. 

I’m also absent a lot between career obligations and trying to visit 

my father. I also wonder if a lot of it is caused by me. Do I drive 

you to drink? We need to honestly discuss and consider that when 

you get out of this program. 

It’s one thing to destroy yourself, it’s quite another to endanger 

others. I do wonder if the special chemistry we had for 20+ years is 

ever coming back. If I didn’t love you, I wouldn’t be writing this. 
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See you on the other side. Good luck with the rest of your 

program.  

As I re-read those words, just days after her death, I was despondent by their frigidity—how 

logical, how factual, how clinical, no punches are pulled. They outline the situation while 

offering little comfort.  

In re-discovering my letter to her, I also discovered a letter written by her with the 

salutation, “Dear Addiction.” I stared at it a long time before remembering that while in-

residence at this treatment center, one of Colleen’s therapeutic activities was to write a letter to 

her addiction. While she had told me about the exercise, she had never shared the letter with me. 

The juxtaposition of our two letters was startling. While mine was a stark email printed in black 

and white on 8 ½ by 11-inch paper with standard margins—hers was handwritten, frantically 

crammed into every square inch of both sides of a scrap of paper torn from a notebook. The text 

was scrawled in purple ink and she used crayons to shade angular patterns of red, yellow, and 

blue as a backdrop. It reads: 

Dear Addiction, 

My friend, my partner, you have always been there for me. 

Steadfast but not so true. You have been my rock, jagged and 

sharp, you are, though I did not notice at first. Early on, I found 

you to be smooth and shiny. You have been the friend in whom I 

sought solace. Then you began to crack; you began to mirror me. 

The reflection was distorted though. One I could not see clearly. I 

have found glasses now. The security you gave me was false. Oh 

the fun we have had, the memories sharp and often pain-filled. 

Your friendship was a burden that separated me from those I loved, 

that masked my true self. I know now that my love was not true. 

You did not bring me strength and peace, but a false gravity that 

weighed me down. 

I am finding lightness and peace with you gone. Sadness, 

happiness, anger, and joy. Dear addiction, I will remember your 

cunning, your false wisdom. I am beginning to rise without your 
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weight, so I must say farewell, and I too shall fare well in 

lightness, hope, and strength. Whatever it takes. 

I was struck by her brevity and lucidity—it's more of a poem than a letter. It cuts to the core of 

the struggle. If I didn’t know Colleen, or her subsequent trials and ultimate demise, I’d think, 

Wow, this person has made a self-discovery and must certainly be on the right path. Colleen did 

write those words and did know intellectually what she needed to do; what followed shows the 

iron grip that addiction had on her brain. After Colleen’s death, my colleagues and I installed a 

memorial bench at Wayside House, with a plaque. The plaque’s quote is the penultimate phrase 

from her letter, “I too shall fare well in lightness, hope, and strength.”  

 

After the 30 days of residential treatment approved by insurance, Colleen came home and 

we all had so much hope. Unfortunately, that hope was short-lived. An entry in my journal just 

days after her discharge reads, “Colleen got increasingly weird through the evening.” Naïve, I 

couldn’t believe that she would relapse so soon—especially since she was sober six months after 

her first round of residential treatment. I thought, After all this effort, how could we be going 

backwards?  

That spring and early summer was a blurry downward spiral of brief periods of stability 

and abstinence punctuated by terrible relapses, hidden alcohol, confrontation and fighting, and 

then the process would repeat. When she didn’t drink for a week or two, she was a different 

person, and we all had hope. But then it would come crashing down again. She had an anxiety 

attack so bad I called 911. When I suggested (with a pure heart) that we go to marriage 

counseling together, she got so mad that she walked out and didn’t come home for 48 hours. I 

never learned, and I never asked, where she was for those two days. Her psychiatrist tried to help 

her, but alcohol would mask or counteract the effects of any prescribed medications.  

 

Meanwhile, dreams of sailing and voyaging, leaving everything behind and becoming a 

sea gypsy consumed my thoughts, and was the subject of every book I read. I was now 52, 

closing in on 53, and my sister had died at 54. I became obsessed with those numbers and not 

squandering whatever life I had left. When I saw Colleen sleeping all day, or passed-out drunk, I 

felt for her—but I’d also be angry about the time she was wasting.  
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By the early-summer of 2017, Jack, Emma and I were convinced that Colleen was 

drinking daily and needed more residential treatment. The problem was that Colleen did not want 

to go; she didn’t think she needed it. In talking the situation through privately with her 

psychologist, he suggested that since she didn’t think she needed treatment, Colleen and I could 

agree to disagree but jointly write a simple contract with clear clauses that a sober person should 

be able to adhere to. The key stipulation was that if she broke any of the terms she would go to 

treatment. I followed through on this suggestion and we settled on three terms: first, she 

wouldn’t drink and wouldn’t hide alcohol in the house; second, she wouldn’t cut or self-harm 

herself; and third, she would adhere to her medication regimen.  

The very morning that we had signed the contract, Colleen was out and I walked by her 

dresser in our bedroom and began to wonder...although Al-Anon had warned me against 

searching for alcohol, I couldn’t help myself and opened her drawers and soon found a 12-ounce 

box of white wine. I texted her psychologist about the contract and finding the wine, and he 

promptly replied that, coincidentally, Colleen had an appointment with him in an hour. In the 

same text message, he asked if Jack and I could come—unannounced—to the appointment and 

we’d all discuss the situation. Jack and I agreed, and he and I arrived a few minutes early at his 

office. We were both nervous, What would she think? Was this fair? Was I ambushing my wife 

and Jack ambushing his mother? If so, would this “ambush” exacerbate her self-harm? As we 

ruminated in the modest waiting room, I was reminded of Shakespeare’s ruminating Hamlet: 

“And thus the native hue of resolution is sicklied o'er with the pale cast of thought,” Perhaps I 

had overreacted to the box of wine? Perhaps it was an old box from some earlier binge that she 

had forgotten to throw away? We had signed the contract that morning—surely she wouldn’t 

have bought or opened or drunk wine in the three or four hours between contract signing and 

when I found it? Like Hamlet, my ruminations told me this was all a big mistake. I was on the 

verge of telling Jack we should leave—run away and let Colleen have the private meeting she 

was expecting—when she walked into the waiting room. It was too late, we were committed.  

I was fully expecting her to explode at me and the injustice of intruding in her private 

space—and bringing our son into it. Had she done so, my first thought would have been, Well, I 

deserve this. I had it coming. However, surprisingly she didn’t seem surprised by us being there. 

She stopped, impassively looked us up and down for a moment and then walked past us into her 

psychologist’s office. We followed. During our awkward perfunctory pleasantries, I realized why 
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she didn’t appear surprised when she saw us. She had come to the session drunk and the alcohol 

slowed her reflexes and cognition. When she eventually processed that Jack and I were crashing 

her “private” meeting, she knew that we knew that she was drunk. Even in her addled state, she 

knew she couldn’t play the self-righteous and indignant card about us not trusting her.  

She admitted to drinking prior to the visit and breaking our contract and agreed to go to a 

third round of residential treatment. That night I wrote: 

I am surprised I’m not angrier at Colleen, she has lied to me so 

many times over the past month. Lately when I’ve suspected 

drinking, I’ve asked her directly and she’s been indignant about it, 

“How could you think…!”. Am I not angry because I’m done with 

it and done with her? Or not angry because I truly have gotten my 

head around this being a disease? She taught me to “never trust an 

alcoholic.” 

The next morning, Jack drove her four hours to a treatment center in North Florida, dropped her 

off, and drove home. Despite early suicidal behavior that required acute stabilization, Colleen 

flourished in her 60-day stay.  

 

That summer, I contracted a serious variant of what boatowners call “two-foot-itis.” The 

telltale symptom of this disease is the incessant yearning for a bigger boat. Every additional foot 

in a boat’s length makes it more livable, and while many sailors are happy with an additional two 

feet, my disease ended up as “six-foot-itis.” While I loved the 25-foot Ruthie J, I had concluded I 

“needed” a sailboat in the 30 to 35-foot range for any kind of serious cruising. Maybe it was 

quixotic, but it was my quest. As crazy as it sounds, as my wife of 27 years was suffering a 

deadly serious addiction and behavioral health illness and I was trying to help her as much as I 

could, I was also fixated on an escape pod—a salve to assuage my battered mind. 

In addition, while Colleen was in resident treatment, I recruited my own therapist. In my 

first visit, with her she asked me the astute question, “What do you want to get out of therapy?” I 

told her that while I wanted to remain optimistic about Colleen’s future, I wanted to explore what 

my response should be if Colleen began relapsing soon after this round of treatment. I didn’t 

know if I could take any more like the past 18 months, or if I wanted to take any more. 
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Before Colleen entered the North Florida center, I found a 1990 Pacific Seacraft 31 on a 

used sailboat website. Pacific Seacrafts have an impeccable reputation as solidly built, 

bluewater-capable boats. Thirty-one feet seemed an ideal “Goldilocks” size for me—not too big 

and not too small. I traded messages with the boat broker and visited Hazel James berthed in 

Brunswick, Georgia. In September of 2017, while Colleen was still in treatment, I agreed on a 

purchase price, and the next step was to conduct a “survey and sea trial” of Hazel James. Like a 

home inspector, an accredited surveyor examines all aspects of a boat’s condition and any red 

flags. The “sea trial” ensures sails and all equipment are in working order. The survey and sea 

trial generally take all day for a boat the size and complexity of Hazel James. Coincidentally, 

Colleen was soon to be discharged from residential treatment and given the geographic 

proximity between North Florida and Brunswick, Georgia, I arranged to pick up Colleen the day 

after the survey and sea trial. The broker, surveyor, and I conducted the survey and sea trial on 

the Brunswick River and the results were that Hazel’s hull and rigging were generally solid.  

The next morning as I drove through the woods of North Florida, my mind flipped 

between trepidation about Colleen’s reentry to home life and my joy of potentially acquiring 

Hazel James. As we were departing the treatment center, Colleen’s lead therapist offered some 

advice to me. He said that in her time in-residence, Colleen had developed the tools she needed 

to continue her recovery and that my role was to be the supportive cheerleader of her recovery—

not the owner, not the coach, not the quarterback—just the cheerleader. Her recovery needed to 

be her recovery. 

He also offered three good rules of thumb. First, emotional stress in early recovery is not 

good. If there is stress in her life, I should help her relieve it. Secondly, keep people around her. 

When Colleen started to spin in a bad direction, she had the tendency to isolate. The combination 

of dark thoughts with isolation set up a self-reinforcing downward spiral. Third, minimize idle 

time and maximize regularity. While her days shouldn’t be overpacked, a healthy amount of 

simple and repetitive activity is good.  

Colleen and I had a positive four-hour drive home. Cool air signaled that Florida winter 

was coming. Colleen was most excited about seeing our two dogs whom she loved deeply. We 

talked like we hadn’t talked in years. I couldn’t help but be hopeful and wonder if this could be 

the opening to a new chapter in our lives.  

Just two days later my journal reads: 
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Yesterday was Colleen’s first 24 hours back. If I took July 26 

through September 26 out of the calendar (i.e., 60 days of rehab), 

I’d say she drank yesterday. She came home about 8:15 last night 

after being gone since 10:00 a.m. As she talked, she was saying 

weird shit and dropping F-bombs. We made love, and I went to 

bed before Jack came home. As I was falling asleep, I heard Jack 

and Colleen talking. I’ll be curious to compare notes with Jack 

when he wakes. 

The next several days bore out our worst fears about Colleen drinking. 

After 60 days of residential rehab, on her first four days home, she drank on at least three 

of them. Ironically, I found that the magnitude of what I was observing—the audacity of her 

behavior—was easier to deal with than minor and occasional relapses. I wrote in my journal, 

After 20 months I am starting to realize that this is a terrible disease and not a character flaw in 

Colleen. In seeing her not be able to control herself at all, I mustered sympathy for her that 

helped quell some of my anger and resentment. The hands-off cheerleader role would have been 

difficult enough if Colleen were staying sober. However, with the specter of drinking and 

driving, I felt compelled to either deny her the car keys or at least monitor when she did go out.  

 

Soon after I had begun withholding the car keys, Colleen asked for them so that she could 

go to Target for a few things. I replied that I was fine with her doing this, but I’d be keeping 

track of her via her cell phone location. At Target, she texted me to ask if she could stop at the 

grocery store. Again, I said, “Fine,” but I’d be watching her closely when she got home. While 

she appeared sober when she got home, her behaviors became increasingly odd through the 

evening. After she fell asleep in the early evening, I looked at the opaque water bottle by her bed. 

I weighed my options. Should I open it? but immediately thought, Sniffing her water bottles and 

searching for hidden alcohol sure doesn’t sound like the role of the cheerleader. In the end, I 

gave in to my need to know and—sure enough—the water bottle smelt of wine. The next 

morning as she was waking up, I asked, “Yesterday, when you were out, did you buy alcohol?” 

She immediately became self-righteous and indignant. When I had asked her similar questions in 

the past and she would react, I would back off. However, this time—emboldened by a “smoking 

gun”—I let her go on and berate me for not trusting her. The dark side of me let her dig her own 
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grave. In my defense (if I needed one) I wasn’t coercing her into doing it, I wasn’t “leading the 

witness”—she was digging her own hole and I didn’t stop her. Then, as she concluded her rant, I 

calmly said, “OK, if everything you just said is true and you didn’t buy alcohol, what’s in your 

water bottle right there?” She looked at it and her cheeks flushed ever so slightly, then—after a 

split-second of thought—she said, “Well, you asked me if I had bought alcohol yesterday and I 

didn’t buy that yesterday. I bought it a couple days ago and was saving it.” With that, she crossed 

her arms on her chest and nodded her head once as if her statement was final, she had won the 

argument, and the discussion was over.  

I was stunned, her thought process was quick, and her confidence was almost 

overwhelming. However, something died inside of me in that moment, and any pretense I had 

had about being the cheerleader went out the window. I was dangerously angry with her. It’s one 

thing to be lied to, it’s quite another to attempt to be manipulated through word choice. I later 

talked to her psychologist about the conversation and he nailed my feelings exactly. He said, 

“She hooks you in to being the investigator. You’re then forced to ask questions like a lawyer 

and you hate her for it, and you hate yourself.” 

 

Through these dark days, I was negotiating the final details of acquiring Hazel James and 

the juxtaposition of events was startling. On one hand, there was the addiction and the darkness 

and not knowing where to go next—on the other was a dream of sunshine and sailing through 

crystal blue waters.  

The situation came unglued on a Saturday in mid-October of 2017. The day before, 

Colleen had spent a few hours by herself, and that made me nervous about what might be in the 

house. It was late morning when I walked through our bedroom and noticed a yellowish liquid 

on the tile floor. My first thought is that it was dog pee, but “accidents” were rare with our dogs. 

Like a dog, I got down on my hands and knees and smelled the liquid carefully before tasting it. 

My taste buds confirmed what my nose had suspected: wine. After a quick search (I had become 

quite good at searching by this point), I found a nearly full bottle of wine in a drawer underneath 

our bed. I put it back, shut the drawer, and asked Colleen. to come into the bedroom. She sat near 

the head of the bed on the side where she slept, and I was at the foot of the bed. I motioned to the 

liquid on the floor and asked what it was. She said, “I have no idea.” I said it was wine and asked 

her if she knew how it got there. Again she said, “No.”  
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It scared me how good a liar and how manipulative she had become, or how effectively 

and totally addiction had hijacked the person I loved. Even after two years of similar situations, I 

could almost have believed her. The room was quiet, and I could tell that she was a little buzzed. 

I asked again if there was any other alcohol in the house, and she said, “Absolutely not.” I sighed 

and said, “Well, what’s in the bottle in the drawer directly beneath you?” The room fell silent 

and we looked at each other.  

Like so many times before, I was expecting the self-righteous and indignant demon 

within Colleen to lash out. Instead, it was a surprisingly tender moment. She knew she was 

trapped. She cried and I held her. Then came an even more surprising moment of clarity. I asked 

her, “Why?” and through sobs, she told me, “When I wake in the morning, I hear voices. They 

tell me what a shit I am and how worthless I am. When I drink, the voices go away.” I sat back 

as if hit between the eyes with a two by four.  

Colleen pulled out the drawer, removed the bottle and headed for the kitchen. She came 

back a minute later with the empty bottle and a weak smile and said she had poured it down the 

drain. As I was thinking about how this moment could be a potential breakthrough for us, she 

said I should be proud of her for pouring out the alcohol. In an instant, my feelings of tenderness 

and hope turned into borderline rage. In a heartbeat, she went from flat on her back to bargaining 

for a position of superiority.  

I swallowed my rage and went outside to do anything to take my mind off the situation 

and get me away from her. Fifteen minutes later, as I was puttering with some yard project, she 

burst out of the house stumbling—drunk off her ass. To this day, all I can think is that instead of 

pouring out the wine in the kitchen, she drank it on the spot, or poured it into a tall glass and 

drank it when I was outside, or—who knows?—maybe she had another cache of wine elsewhere 

in the house. It doesn’t matter. As I tried to get the careening Colleen back inside, she dropped 

her phone. As she bent to pick it up, she lost her balance and cracked her forehead on a corner of 

the house. She stood up with a boozy grimace and a nasty, bleeding cut on her forehead and 

another on her forearm. I cleaned her wounds, and she slept the afternoon away. As I was 

bandaging her cuts, I recalled Al-Anon advice not to “soften the bottom” for the addict. What 

was I to do here? Leave her outside, bloodied with cuts getting infected, until she sobers up? 

As Colleen slept, I kept busy in the garage organizing some sailing gear. As my hands 

touched and even caressed the lines, sailing gloves, canvas needles and yachting knives—the 
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stuff of my dreams—I recalled an insight that my therapist had made: “Dan, for you sailing 

signifies life.” The observation was so brief and to-the-point I almost missed its gravity. I was 

now 53, the age my sister was when she was diagnosed with cancer. Amy’s final gift to me was 

an intense drive to live—to sail—while I can. However, in our bedroom on that sunny day 

Colleen was “sleeping.” “Passed out” is a more accurate term—wasted and wasting a lovely 

weekend day. Yes, on one hand, I felt sympathy for her struggles with her demon. On the other, 

at some point, it was her choice to pick up that first drink. 

After half an hour of pissed-off work around the garage, I took a break to check on her. I 

found her half-awake and groggy in the bed and when I asked how she was doing, she said in a 

slurred voice, “I just took a bottle of sleeping pills.” Her head thumped back on the pillow. For 

an instant, I looked at her and thought about the arc of our relationship and our two lives. How in 

the world did we get from there to here? Then, it was all a blur. On the bathroom counter, I 

found an empty bottle of her prescription sleeping pills and called 911. The 10 minutes of 

waiting for the ambulance seemed like an eternity. Colleen was unconscious but breathing 

steadily, and with a pulse.  

I heard the siren down the street, the knock at the door, then the house filled with police, 

paramedics, and EMTs. They laid her flat on the floor and checked vital signs, hooked her up to 

a heart monitor, asked me questions. They gave her a shot of Narcan in case she had overdosed 

on opioids in addition to the sleeping pills and wine. Two EMTs trotted out to the ambulance and 

came back with a stretcher, and my wife was gone.  

Months later, when Colleen and I would be back to fighting again, I’d bring up that scene 

and how much it had affected me. Perhaps I was cruel or unfair, but I was being honest. Whereas 

those memories haunted me, Colleen didn’t regain consciousness until she was in the hospital’s 

Emergency Room and had no remembrance of the afternoon.  

 

Colleen’s mother flew down from Buffalo to help and we racked our brains for what to 

do next. After consulting Colleen’s doctors and the addiction professionals at her most-recent 

treatment center, we decided that she should move into a halfway house. A halfway house (also 

called a sober-living or group home) is just that. It’s halfway between residential treatment and 

living at home. It’s a transitional place where a person in recovery can ease back into the “real” 

world. Those with homes to go to and stable families, might stay in a halfway house three to six 
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months, whereas those without homes or families might stay for years. Our thinking was that 

since Colleen flourished in residential treatment, but problems arose immediately when she tried 

to return home, perhaps halfway house living would ease the transition and give her some path of 

hope.  

Several days later, when Colleen was discharged from the hospital’s acute psychiatric 

unit, her mother and I took her directly from the hospital to the halfway house. We’d been 

warned that stopping home to “pick up a few things” stirs up too many emotions and risks the 

addict refusing to leave.  

My October 25, 2017, journal entry reads: 

Going through a bit of a down patch myself. I should be super-

psyched since I’m in the final stages of taking possession of Hazel 

James! However, yesterday I dropped off Colleen at the halfway 

house. My first instinct is to write, “When does this ever end?” 

However, I realize that when it ends is when it ends and maybe 

that’s not so good either. 

When I reviewed my writing for the day, I thought the phrase, “…when it ends is when it 

ends…” was rather pithy. Little did I know how terribly true it would become within two years. 

At the halfway house she seemed to flourish as she did in residential treatment and 

quickly made friends with her housemates. 

 

While I had taken possession of Hazel James in October of 2017, she was still in 

Brunswick, Georgia and rather than have her “delivered” from Brunswick to my home in South 

Florida by a professional captain I was determined to make the 300 nautical mile sail with Jack’s 

help. He and I determined that departing early Thanksgiving week would be ideal. We were 

anticipating about three, 24-hour days of sailing and if we got delayed, we’d have Thanksgiving 

Day, the Friday after and the weekend after as a buffer.  

Our first couple days of sailing were exhilarating and after a somewhat dicey rounding of 

the Hetzel Shoals and Ohio Shoals off Cape Canaveral in central Florida, we thought we were 

home free. The east wind was cranking, and we could bear off to the south-southwest toward 

South Florida and pick up some speed. The sun rose into a gray and foreboding sky with thick, 

scudding cloud cover. The wind had “freshened” (strengthened) and was now gusting to 30 
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knots. Although Hazel was new to me and I was new to open-ocean sailing, with both headsails 

up and the main double-reefed, she seemed to be sailing well.  

Then suddenly a squall hit us with gusts over 35 knots and sheets of blinding rain. Hazel 

heeled further, soaking her starboard rail, and she started to wallow. Something had to be done. I 

called down to Jack, and he came up quickly in his foul weather gear. We needed to furl Hazel’s 

yankee (her forward-most headsail or jib) and get it down quickly. Chances were that the squall 

would be over soon but, if it got worse, we could end up in a bad place. When I had acquired 

Hazel, she had no jacklines or tethers, and I needed to work on a pitching foredeck with 

horizontal rain pelting and ocean spray rising from her bow and no “safety net.” Long story 

short, we got the yankee down and secured. Hazel responded immediately by sailing back on her 

lines and cutting smoothly through the storm-swept ocean.  

At this point, when we thought we were “out of the woods,” Jack went below decks and 

discovered that a half inch of water was sloshing about in Hazel’s saloon—not good. Her bilge 

pump had blown a fuse and we didn’t have any spare fuses onboard. Fortunately, Hazel is 

equipped with a manual bilge pump as backup. We set to work pumping her out by hand, and in 

10 minutes she was dry. Still the situation shook me.  

Eventually the squall passed, the sky cleared, Hazel’s bilge was dry, and we both sat in 

her cockpit, stunned, as she sailed south under double-reefed mainsail and staysail. In my 

exhaustion I started to cry, and Jack looked at me with a mix of sympathy and fear. Sympathy for 

what I was feeling; fear that his father could be cracking 30 miles out in the ocean. I cried 

because I was angry at myself for not shortening sail earlier, for not bringing spare fuses, and for 

the thousand other things I could have done better. I cried because I felt sorry for myself. I was 

trying to fulfill my dream, and on my first passage, I got us into trouble. I cried because of the 

unfairness of the last two years of addiction. Why should I have to go through this? Is my dream 

a stupid, unobtainable dream that’s all for naught? Crying felt horrible but exposing my 

emotions was cathartic. I pulled myself together, and Jack and I talked about our strategy for our 

remaining 24 hours of sailing. 

On the morning before Thanksgiving, what would be our last day at sea, the wind died. 

The good news was that we were only 30 miles from our home port of Hillsboro Inlet and were 

inshore, just off the beach. We decided to crank up Hazel’s engine and motorsail the rest of the 

way. While we could have waited out the wind, we were eager to get home to prepare for 
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Thanksgiving. It was a beautiful morning, quite a turnabout from the morning before, and as we 

“steamed” south, we trailed a fishing line and soon landed a 25-inch cero mackerel. We cleaned 

the fish, cubed the meat, and fried it. We were on top of the world; the success of the passage 

was all but guaranteed and we were enjoying some of the finest, and certainly freshest, fish in the 

world. 

 

All continued to go well until we were just a couple miles from Hillsboro Inlet. The two 

of us were talking merrily about the menu for Thanksgiving dinner when Jack got a phone call 

from one of Colleen’s friends. At once, I knew something was terribly wrong. Jack’s broad 

shoulders—proud of helping his father sail 300 miles—collapsed. The voice on the other end 

told Jack that Colleen had arrived drunk at a therapy appointment and, given her suicidal ideation 

and driving drunk, her psychologist was considering Baker Acting her. So, rather than a 

salubrious last hour of the passage, we spent it wondering how Colleen had managed to “escape” 

from halfway house supervision.  

Colleen’s friend who had called Jack had also picked her up from her psychologist 

appointment and had brought her home, and when we got Hazel to her new home in our canal, 

Colleen was sleeping off the binge. After a quick shower I called the halfway house owner to 

find out what had happened. The owner was happy to hear from me as she had been panicked 

about Colleen’s whereabouts and safety and was literally relieved to hear that Colleen was still 

alive, she was about to call the police. I learned from the owner that Colleen had been AWOL 

(absent without leave) from the halfway house for several days. On midday Sunday, about the 

time Jack and I embarked from Brunswick and sailed out of cell range, Colleen texted the 

halfway house owner and informed her that she (Colleen) would be helping Jack and me sail 

“Dan’s new boat” down to Pompano Beach and would be out of cell range for several days 

herself and therefore couldn’t be breathalyzed. The owner was surprised, given that she had strict 

rules that all nights away from the house were to be preapproved, and when residents were away, 

periodic video breathalization was sacrosanct. The owner tried to call Colleen repeatedly, but the 

call went straight to voicemail and the owner couldn’t contact Jack or me either as we were at 

sea. While I will never know for sure where Colleen was those days or what she was doing, I 

think she just hung around the house with our dogs and drank. 
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The events of the day before Thanksgiving 2017 cast a pall over the holiday’s festivities 

and food. This wasn’t just some “slip,” but a carefully premeditated multiday relapse. The 

halfway house owner showed me texts from Colleen, and they were clearly articulated and 

thought through. Bottom line, Colleen wanted several days to do what she wanted to do.  

While Colleen managed to talk her way back into the halfway house despite the owner 

having clear grounds to evict her, the dark Thanksgiving was a precursor to a dark December and 

a dark holiday season. My journal entry from December 11 reads:  

Last night she texted that she missed me. I texted that I missed her 

too. However, I really don’t miss the present-day her, I miss who 

she was—who we were. 
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13. Exploring the British Virgin Islands 

 

At the conclusion of Chapter 11, Hazel and I were finishing two and a half weeks in the US 

Virgin Islands and preparing to sail to the British Virgin Islands.  

 

The timing of my short sail from one country to another was ironic. On March 11, 2020, I sailed 

25 nautical miles from Caneel Bay, St. John, USVI, to Spanish Town, Virgin Gorda, BVI. While 

I didn’t know it at the time, on that same day the World Health Organization declared COVID-

19 to be a global pandemic. Although there were closer ports of entry in the BVI to clear 

customs and immigration, I’d heard that Spanish Town was the easiest and least crowded. 

Besides, I wanted to see the island of Virgin Gorda. 

To reach my destination to the east, I had to sail upwind all day against easterly trade 

winds. At 8:30 in the morning I slipped Hazel’s mooring ball in Caneel Bay and navigated 

through narrow channels between St. John and the smaller islands—Henley Cay, Rata Cay, and 

Ramgoat Cay—and out into an aptly named narrow channel. “The Narrows” separate the BVI 

islands of Great Thatch and Tortola to the north, and the USVI island of St. John to the south. 

After short upwind tacks through The Narrows, I entered the wider Sir Francis Drake Channel. It 

was a stunning day for sailing, crystal clear with 15 knots of wind out of the east.  

About midday, the wind died, and in the mid-afternoon I decided to motor the remaining 

five miles to Spanish Town. While I’d normally eschew this kind of engine use, preferring to 

wait out the wind, today I was crossing an international border and wanted to reach the marina at 

Spanish Town and clear customs and immigration before the government offices closed at 4:00 

p.m.  

I had reserved a slip at a modest marina, the only marina in town, and after I secured 

Hazel, I made my way across a somewhat dilapidated boatyard to the port-of-entry offices. The 

customs and immigration process was easy enough and the government officials were jovial. As 

the captain of the vessel, I filled out various forms and when a female officer read my scrawled 

“None” in the box labeled “Crew” (i.e., who was onboard the boat with me), she jokingly 

scolded me for coming all this way without a “nice girl,” and she suggested that I meet someone 

while I was in the BVI. As I walked out of the government offices with my paperwork in hand, 

two things surprised me about the interaction: first, the good-natured banter (which I always 
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appreciate), and second, that I was asked no out-of-the-ordinary medical screening questions 

given the newly declared pandemic.  

Back at the marina, I enjoyed a nice shower and then walked into Spanish Town for a 

restaurant meal and to scout the ship chandleries near the marina. The next morning, I revisited 

the chandleries to get some supplies and made a few repairs to Hazel. In addition, with the 

marina’s spotty internet access, I kept abreast of the news. A headline especially relevant to me 

was that due to the coronavirus’s rapid spread, travel restrictions were being tightened. This was 

happening during spring vacation season and some families and collegiate students with 

upcoming spring breaks were canceling their vacations to warm places like the Caribbean. My 

hometown of Ft. Lauderdale was also in the news with other spring break students ignoring all 

warnings and partying hard on the beaches (many of these same students had subsequently 

gotten sick after they had carried the virus home with them). Colleges were observing these 

trends as well and considering shifting to total remote learning after their breaks. As I digested 

these events, I was grateful that I had hustled to get into the BVI quickly and that Hazel and I 

were authorized for a 30-day stay. I naïvely calculated that in a month the world would be less 

chaotic and my future plans for the voyage would become clear. 

 

After a couple days of exploring nearby sights and enjoying the marina’s amenities, I was 

ready to explore more of the BVI. A 15 nautical mile sail up the west coast of Virgin Gorda 

brought me to Gorda Sound. The sound is about 2 miles wide and is relatively well protected 

from the weather. The only easily accessible entrance for deep draft vessels is at the north end 

and it was early afternoon when I neared that entrance. Since I had a couple hours of good 

daylight and the wind and weather were ideal for sailing, I decided to circumnavigate Necker 

Island before I entered Gorda Sound for the night. While I tacked about the reefs of the small, 

private island a mile north of Virgin Gorda, I noticed 20 sailing catamarans anchored oddly close 

to each other. Given that they were all nearly identical, I knew they were from a large charter 

company and not privately owned. Seeing how closely they were anchored to each other, and 

some even rafted (tied) to each other, I also knew they weren’t individual charter vacationers 

looking for peace and privacy. As I got closer to them, the loud dance music confirmed that an 

epic party was in full swing. It was no matter to me (or so I thought that at the time), and I sailed 

on by and headed for “quiet” Gorda Sound. 
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Once in Gorda Sound I furled Hazel’s sails and reveled in the high hills that circled the 

sound in almost every direction. They were stunning in the late-day sun. My chartbook showed a 

promising anchorage on the eastern edge of the Sound, south of Prickly Pear Island. Given the 

easterly trade winds that blow consistently in the winter in the Virgin Islands, it’s good practice 

to anchor on the east side of a bay or sound to get protection from the prevailing wind and 

waves.  

As I scouted the anchorage, I was excited by how ideal a place it seemed for several days 

“on the hook” (at anchor). It was protected, had lots of interesting shoreline and snorkeling reefs 

close by to explore, and it was empty. The closest boat was a quarter of a mile away and of the 

same size and vintage as Hazel. As I passed this boat in my scouting, two young men in their 

early 20s emerged on deck and gave me hearty waves and cheers. I waved back and noted that 

I’d pay them a visit soon.  

After I set our anchor in the bottom, I enjoyed a glass of lemonade in Hazel’s cockpit and 

basked in the late-day sun. All was perfect—perhaps too good to be true. As the sun dipped 

below the high hills, I went below decks to fix some dinner. That’s when all this perfection 

began to unravel. I was cooking in Hazel’s galley and heard some commotion from a boat 

coming into the anchorage. Out Hazel’s galley portlight I saw a catamaran with a young coed 

crew struggling to set their anchor not too far, but not too close, to Hazel. No worries, I thought, 

Just one other boat, How bad can that be for the night? However, five minutes later I heard the 

same sounds—the twin diesel engines of a catamaran coming in hot, then the commotion of an 

inexperienced, amateur captain and crew trying to set their anchor. Then, a minute later, the 

same set of sounds. That process repeated multiple times, and when I climbed back on deck to 

enjoy my cockpit dinner, to my dismay I was now surrounded by the party that I had seen earlier 

anchored off Necker Island. Several boats had set their anchors directly upwind of Hazel and had 

drifted over the spot where Hazel’s anchor was set in the bottom! Even if I had wanted to move 

in the near darkness to get away from the party, I couldn’t do it. If I tried to haul in Hazel’s 

anchor chain and weigh anchor, I’d end up perilously close to several of the catamarans. While 

I’d have no problem pulling off that maneuver with crew on board (one of us tending to the 

anchor, the other at Hazel’s wheel and engine controls), as a single-hander at dusk it was a bad 

idea.  
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As they anchored and rafted on all sides of me, several boats hoisted the flag of a 

prominent US university and the music was cranked. Their outboard dinghies raced back and 

forth between boats like gasoline powered mosquitos. As I observed the scene while eating my 

dinner, it seemed to me that there were two types of students on the dinghies: those that had 

some boating experience and would have had an inkling that they had destroyed my idyllic 

evening, and those who were either totally clueless or very drunk or both. The former (the ones 

with some boating experience) tended to ignore me when they passed, I assume because they 

were embarrassed. However, the latter (the clueless or drunk) were friendly and waved and 

raised their beers to me in a toast. As I finished my dinner I thought about my earlier reading of 

news that spring break trips were starting to be cancelled. These students must have been one of 

the last groups to leave the US and be allowed into the BVI. I also thought about the expense of 

this vacation. Bareboat chartering costs $15,000–$20,000 per week for one of these 45-50-foot 

catamarans, Who has that kind of money for spring break? I wondered. I also wondered if this 

party would be a “super spreader event.” 

My initial reaction to the commotion was to give them dirty looks in hopes they would 

get the message and slow their dinghies down and give me a little quiet. Then, I thought of 

myself 30 or 35 years ago and while I never had the money for this kind of spring break, if I had, 

I likely would have been in the middle of the party. With that remembrance, I resolved to not be 

the grumpy old man who shakes his fist at the kids to stay off his lawn. I had to admit that it was 

entertaining and, as I watched their antics, I reflected on how cool I thought I was at that age. 

Besides, given these spring breakers were in the Caribbean for a whirlwind week, they would 

most likely depart Gorda Sound in the morning, leaving me with my space. As I drifted off to 

sleep in my berth, I hoped we wouldn’t have a wind shift during the night. If so, a mess of boats 

would bump into each other given how closely they had anchored to me and to each other. I slept 

lightly and woke every couple hours and popped my head above deck to check on the situation. 

As the night wore on and the revelers wore out, the wind’s direction and speed persisted and all 

was well in the morning. 

While I had avoided the role of grouchy old man the night before, I had to admit that the 

morning after was my schadenfreude moment. I was up and awake early to see the sun rise over 

the hills of Virgin Gorda and—given I hadn’t touched alcohol in four years—hangovers were a 

distant memory. However, I watched the “college kids” rise groggily and lick their wounds. As 
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the catamarans were weighing their anchors and departing, I hailed a more-sober captain and 

asked where they were headed. “Anegada!” she replied, “Just for one night.” Good, I thought. 

Anegada is 11 nautical miles north of Gorda Sound. I would visit it after this collegiate flotilla 

did their damage and left. 

 

After the flotilla departed, I launched my inflatable kayak, left Hazel at anchor, and 

headed out to explore the sound. On my return to Hazel, I paddled by the vessel with the two 

young sailors that I had seen the day before. They shouted “Ahoy!” and invited me aboard for a 

beer. I said I’d gladly join them but declined the beer and they were quick to offer juice. As I 

secured my kayak and clambered aboard under their French tricolor flag, I noticed the vessel’s 

name: “Go & Lan.” An odd name for a boat, I thought. There’s got to be a story behind that one. 

These two young sailors were from Brittany, France’s northwesternmost region, and their names 

were Gautier and Lancelot. In the first minutes of our conversation, I learned that Go & Lan was 

a concatenation of their names and a recognition of their friendship and partnership.  

The two of them were a study in similarities and contrasts. Both had deeply tanned skin 

and shoulder-length hair. Gautier’s was dark and matched his brown eyes. Lancelot was taller 

and his blue eyes matched his blonde hair. I sensed that, like me, they had earned their miles to 

get to this place and hadn’t flown to the islands in luxury like last night’s partiers. Lancelot’s 

English was a bit better than Gautier’s, but Gautier’s broken English was far better than any 

French I could muster from high school. The recounting of their voyage was an enchanting 

French-accented duet. As childhood friends they would often daysail with their families off the 

coast of Brittany with occasional sailing vacations in the Mediterranean. In their late teens and at 

different universities Lancelot studied medicine and Gautier studied engineering. They stayed 

close during their studies and both yearned for adventure outside the classroom. In their 

communications, Gautier suggested, “Why don’t we sail around the world?” While this seed 

germinated in their minds, they downsized their dream to “just” sailing across the Atlantic. They 

took out a loan from a local bank for 20,000 Euros (about $24,000 US), bought this 1980s 

vintage 35-foot sloop, and renamed her Go & Lan. 

They spent the next six months getting the boat in shape for bluewater voyaging. With his 

engineering aptitude, Gautier did the planning and complex work. More gregarious, Lancelot 

handled negotiations with chandleries and boatyards for used parts and equipment to stretch their 
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cruising budget. When they acquired the boat in Brittany, she was on a neglected mooring ball at 

the back of a marina. After the transaction, the dockmaster told them that, since they now owned 

the boat, they needed to either move her or to start paying him rent. In their youthful exuberance, 

Lancelot and Gautier couldn’t understand his logic since he had other empty mooring balls. 

Therefore, they promptly ignored the dockmaster’s request and began refitting Go & Lan on the 

purloined mooring ball.  

In Go & Lan’s cockpit drinking beer and juice in Gorda Sound, they laughed and laughed 

about sneaking out to Go & Lan to work on her. They did their best to stay under the radar of the 

dockmaster but when he did see them and motored out to harass them about back payments, 

Lancelot and Gautier would hide below decks until he was gone. Eventually, they finished work 

on Go & Lan, withdrew from university for a year, and set sail for the Caribbean. As we talked, 

we compared notes of our respective sails to Virgin Gorda—mine from the US and theirs from 

France—both followed circuitous paths to take advantage of the prevailing winds and ocean 

currents. I had sailed due east from The Bahamas and then had arced to the south to get as far 

east as possible before entering the easterly trade winds, whereas Go & Lan started their sailing 

due south, down the coast of Europe to the Canary Islands. After resting and reprovisioning in 

the Canaries, they sailed due west and downwind in the trades across the Atlantic to the 

Caribbean Island of Martinique. Brittany to the Canary Islands is about 1,500 nautical miles and 

the Canaries to Martinique is another 2,600 nautical miles—I was correct in my earlier 

assumption that they had earned their distance. 

We talked into the evening as only sailors can—about home and family, and storms on 

the ocean and future voyages. They told me about their girlfriends in France, and their studies. I 

shared with them about Colleen, her death, and my leave of absence from work that was rapidly 

morphing into a retirement of sorts. During the conversation, I surprised myself when I raised the 

subject of Rhett. Although Lancelot and Gautier listened attentively and could see my excitement 

as I explained our budding relationship, I’m not sure if the nuance of the phrase “potential 

girlfriend” survived the translation from English to French. We laughed about the big party of 

the night before and hoped none of the partiers had COVID. As daylight faded they invited me to 

stay for dinner but I declined as I wanted to prepare Hazel for sailing to Anegada the next 

morning. In retrospect, if I had known how long the weather and the pandemic would strand and 
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seclude me at my next port-of-call of Anegada, I would have enjoyed a last supper with 

companionship. 

 

In the days since I had arrived in the Virgins, Rhett and I had been trading emails every 

couple days. My internet access was spotty, but I could occasionally send her an email and 

update my voyaging blog. After popping the heavy question about having dinner with me back in 

Florida (to which she had said, “Yes!”), she and I had kept things light. However, I noticed that 

when my mind wandered while sailing, paddling or hiking—I’d find myself daydreaming about 

when I would next have internet access and the thrill of seeing an email from her download into 

my inbox. Weird, I thought, I came all this way to get my head out of home and Florida, and 

addiction and recovery. Now, I’m swapping emails with a single woman who is in recovery and 

lives in Florida and works at an addiction treatment center. I further thought, If this all weren’t 

enough—I met her as a result of Colleen’s death. Oh well, if I’d learned anything over the past 

seven months, it was to be kind and forgiving to myself. Rhett seemed to be having fun as well 

with our pen pal relationship. While I tried my best to not overthink my growing feelings for her, 

voyaging alone on a small boat in a big ocean is a perfect recipe for overthinking.  

 

The unique experience of Anegada Island makes it a favorite stop of both vacationers and 

cruisers in the BVI. While the rest of the Virgin Islands (both US and British) are volcanic, 

Anegada is a coral island like the Florida Keys or The Bahamas. In Spanish, the phrase tierra 

anegada means “land that is flooded,” and while the steep hills and cliffs of the other Virgin 

Islands burst out of a deep sea, low-lying Anegada is surrounded by shallow reefs. While the 

highest point in the BVI is 1,700 feet on Tortola; Anegada’s maximum elevation is a mere 28 

feet. However, what Anegada lacks in height it makes up for in size; at 10 miles long and two 

and a half miles wide, it’s the second largest of the BVI islands.  

The surrounding shallow water and coral reefs give its main anchorage at the town of 

Setting Point a narrow and tricky approach with a hard turn to port that needs to be executed with 

precision. Given that Anegada is a popular spot for charters and its anchorage is tight with a 

limited number of mooring balls, I’d read that it’s often difficult for incoming boats to find an 

unoccupied mooring ball. With that challenge top of mind, I started my 11 nautical mile, two-

hour sail to Anegada early in the day. I wanted to be in the mooring field as boats that had spent 
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the previous night in Anegada were departing to maximize my odds of getting a newly freed-up 

mooring ball.  

The sun rose brilliantly as I weighed anchor, motored past Go & Lan, and shouted au 

revoir! to salutes from Gautier and Lancelot. With a favorable wind direction and moderate wind 

speed, I hoisted full sail in the protection of Gorda Sound, cut Hazel’s engine, and set a course 

for Anegada. As the hills of Gorda Sound fell away from us and we lost their protection, Hazel 

delighted in the freshening breeze, clearly excited at the prospect of a new destination. Once we 

were in open water and headed for Anegada, I kept a sharp lookout ahead and waited for my 

always-thrilling “Land Ho!” moment. When my GPS indicated that the island was at a range of 

about 10 nautical miles, I began to see Anegada’s low, gray shape rise above the horizon line. As 

we neared the anchorage, Hazel and I had no trouble locating the navigational buoys and making 

the tight port turn into the mooring field. There were about 50 mooring balls and even with the 

escalating pandemic, all but a few had boats and yachts trailing off them. I soon found an 

unoccupied ball and our accommodations were set for the remainder of the day and night. 

Anegada is well-known for Caribbean Spiny Lobsters, and the classic way to enjoy an 

Anegada lobster, is to have it roasted on an open fire and served overlooking the sunset. As the 

day waned, I watched professional captains and crew ferrying charter clients from yachts to 

lobster suppers via their dinghies. It was mid-March and the height of the season in the BVI. 

From this secluded corner of the world, you’d never know a pandemic was exploding elsewhere.  

Although the anchorage and town seemed to be bustling that evening, it seemed to be a 

“last hurrah,” a last gasp of normalcy. As I prepared to paddle into town the next morning, the 

change to the mooring field was dramatic. In normal times, there would be a constant, daily 

inflow and outflow of charter and private boats, with nearly all only staying a night or two. 

However, on this morning while a large cluster of boats departed (as is normal), no new charter 

boats came to the island to replace them. The process repeated itself the following morning and 

the nearly full mooring field I had sailed into several days before was now empty, save for a few 

private cruising boats in similar situations to Hazel and me. It was hard to fathom the economic 

strain on the community. March was their peak season and, after getting to know some of the 

restaurateurs, I’d learned that many of them shut down for the slow summer season. If only the 

pandemic had erupted during July, it would have been easier on them economically. 
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As the mooring field emptied, the weather also took a turn for the worse and it blew at 

25+ knots for nearly a week. Given the combination of pandemic uncertainty and the weather, I 

decided to hunker down in Anegada for an extended period and let the world settle down a bit. 

While the restaurants and hotels had all closed by that point, their internet access was still active 

so by paddling into shore with my phone or tablet computer, I could keep up with the rapidly 

evolving news of the world, update my blog, and trade emails with Rhett. With my free time I 

took a lot of long walks on Anegada’s wide beaches. In normal times, they’d be sparsely 

populated; now they were deserted. 

 

Finally, the wind settled down and I was itching to depart Anegada and see more of the 

BVI. In my visit with Gautier and Lancelot, we had compared notes about the “must see” islands 

and harbors in the BVI. In this discussion they had told me about Little Harbour on Peter Island. 

The entire island had no marinas and no stores, and they said that this protected cove was 

exceptionally beautiful. Its turquoise water was surrounded by rocky beaches, hills, and trees. 

They had enjoyed their time there so much, they were planning to return before they departed the 

BVI. 

Late March, en route to Peter Island and Little Harbour I spent one night in Trellis Bay. 

Despite a 7:00 p.m. pandemic curfew that had just been enacted, I ate at a nice restaurant and 

bought some fresh food. Little did I know that those would be my last little pleasures of 

civilization for a long while. The next morning, I made the short sail across the Sir Francis Drake 

Channel from the village atmosphere of Trellis Bay, Tortola, to the quietude of Little Harbour. It 

was a brilliant morning with an azure sky, puffy cumulus clouds, and perfect trade winds for 

sailing. On my way out of Trellis Bay, I was consumed with navigation and hosting Hazel’s sails 

and hadn’t taken a moment to look around me. Once Hazel’s course was set and she was happily 

sailing, I took my eyes out of the boat and scanned the surrounding water. I was immediately 

struck by the fact that there were no other boats in the channel—just Hazel and me…Very odd, I 

thought, downright eerie. As I considered what this could mean, I mused over the bigger picture 

as well: much of the voyage to-date had been a search for solitude—a therapeutic solitude to 

begin to sort out my feelings and my life. While I had found what I needed, I had a premonition 

that, due to the pandemic, the remainder of the voyage would involve far more solitude than I 

had ever imagined when I left my home.  
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I had heard from Lancelot and Gautier that it was customary to “med moor” in Little 

Harbour. Med mooring (short for Mediterranean mooring) is popular in the small and deep 

harbors of the Mediterranean. Rather than swinging freely on its anchor, a med moored boat sets 

its primary bow anchor near the shore and then rigs a strong line between the stern of the boat 

and a boulder or tree onshore. Secured at both bow and stern, the boat does not swing, and thus 

more boats can occupy a smaller space. When I pulled into the harbor, as expected I saw about 

15 boats comfortably med moored around its perimeter and several open mooring spots. As I 

surveyed the scene to select an optimal mooring spot, I drifted close to another small boat and 

talked to the crew. Penny and Colin, an English couple in their 60s, were surprised that I sailed 

from Trellis Bay without being stopped by BVI authorities. They modestly shared that they had 

spent a lot of time in the BVI and were “in the know” about what was going on. They informed 

me that the BVI government was restricting all water traffic in preparation for a quarantine. In 

the next day or two, a strict lockdown would take effect with no boats allowed to move for a 

week or two. Wow, I thought, This really changes things for me.  

Colin and Penny suggested an open spot along the shore near them, and with the help of 

sailors from neighboring boats, I successfully med moored Hazel. As Hazel settled into her place 

amongst the other boats and I had a chance to relax, I was grateful for meeting Gautier and 

Lancelot, and their recommendation to visit Little Harbour. As my French friends had told me, 

the harbor was deep, secluded, and stunning. Although Hazel’s stern was a mere 60 to 70 feet 

from the shore, we were in 14 feet of water and turtles and rays were clearly visible as they 

placidly swam by Hazel’s cockpit. If I’m going to be “stuck” somewhere, it might as well be 

here, I thought. When I had sailed into the harbor a couple hours ago, I thought I’d be here for a 

couple days. Now, after hearing the local news from Colin and Penny it was sinking in that I 

could be here for a couple weeks!  

As I looked around, none of the ruins of old houses on the surrounding hills appeared to 

be occupied, and a hiking trail disappeared alluringly from the rocky beach into the trees and 

underbrush. Afternoon was wearing into evening and as the sun descended, I was delighted to 

see that I would have an unobstructed view of it setting into the distant USVI islands. Over a 

solitary dinner in Hazel’s cockpit, I thought about my situation: I was in a foreign country more 

than a thousand miles from my home and international borders were being sealed. To the good, I 
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was in a safe location and—if nothing else—completely isolated from others. Even though I had 

no advanced warning of the impending lockdown, I was well-provisioned with food and water. 

To the not so good, I wasn’t going anywhere for at least two weeks, and my thoughts of island-

hopping home were in jeopardy.  

 

While Virgin Island vacationers had booked flights home as soon as the lockdowns were 

announced, Hazel and I weren’t going anywhere. The feeling reminded me of the days after 

Colleen’s service in Ft. Lauderdale. While its euphemism was, “A celebration of life,” there were 

no two ways about it: it was a funeral for someone who had suffered far too much emotional and 

physical pain and had died too young. Family and friends were supportive, but after the funeral 

they all went home and back to their lives and I felt so alone. I wasn’t going to book an “easy” 

flight home from this conundrum—Hazel and I were in the BVI for the duration and for 

whatever came next. My intention was to voyage, to travel, to move—not to sit at anchor by 

myself for an extended period and ruminate. I felt so alone. 

In the growing darkness, I saw house lights beginning to wink on the far hills of the 

USVI. As I wondered what the occupants were doing in their homes, my mind wandered to 

missing my own home. Then—out of nowhere—a thought occurred to me: With my view of the 

USVI, could I get domestic US cell service even though I was physically in the BVI? I clambered 

down Hazel’s companionway and below decks found my US cell phone and switched it on. After 

minutes of searching for a network—yes!—the phone’s cellular status icon showed a relatively 

strong signal from the USVI and my domestic cellular carrier. At least I’ll have unlimited talk, 

text and data (albeit slow data) during the lockdown.  

My first thought was, I should call Rhett. Although we had been emailing every couple 

days we had never talked on the phone, and I didn’t even have her personal phone number. 

Nervously, I emailed her asking if we could talk. As I typed the short email and pressed the 

“send” button, feelings of high school and dating flooded me. Still, I wasn’t expecting much, 

she’d probably reply the next morning. However, within minutes she responded that she’d love 

to talk and included her phone number. Suddenly, my “bluff” had been called, and I’d have to 

get up the courage to call her. As I dialed her number, my anxiety escalated, all the while I did 

my best to calm myself. Dan, get serious, you are 56 and you are just calling a “friend.” That 

line of thinking morphed into memories of being a junior in high school—long before cell 
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phones and even before cordless phones—trying to get up the nerve to call “that girl from history 

class” who was a “friend.” Sadly, when I was a junior in high school, I was never able to 

summon the courage. I was too nervous, too shy, too insecure, too scared of rejection. It 

wouldn’t be until my senior year that I’d have a date with a girl. Now, in March of 2020, in the 

British Virgin Islands, the teenage nerves were back. It occurred to me that maybe in the ensuing 

38 years, I’d learned a thing or two about taking risks—a kind of emotional jujutsu, using the 

power of my insecurity and fear of rejection to spur me on.  

In the fading twilight, I looked at the glowing screen for a minute, and—as Shakespeare 

would say—screwed my courage to the sticking place and pressed the green “dial” button. After 

a few rings I heard the distinctive click of a trans-oceanic connection being made and a sweet 

voice with a southern accent say, “Hi, this is Rhett.” 
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14. 2018—Steps Forward and Backward 

 

Chapter 12 concluded on Thanksgiving week 2017 with Colleen having lied and relapsed while 

in her first halfway house.  

 

After the 2017 Thanksgiving week, Colleen managed to keep herself sober and compliant to the 

halfway house’s rules through December and into January of 2018. I successfully resisted 

inserting myself to “fix” things and Colleen seemed to see the ramifications of her lying to the 

halfway house owner about sailing with Jack and me. The halfway house could have easily 

kicked her out for such an egregious infraction.  

While it’s sad that many halfway houses are unscrupulous, this halfway house and its 

owner were ethical but also very strict. An element of early recovery is fully letting go of 

yourself and following a program of rules, and that was challenging for Colleen. Even if she 

didn’t agree with the halfway house owner all the time, the world of the halfway house didn’t 

revolve around Colleen, as the owner had seven to nine other women in residence at the house, 

and uniform adherence to house rules was critical for the community.  

Given Colleen’s good behavior in December, the halfway house owner allowed Colleen 

to come home over Christmas. Although it was nice to have her home for the holiday, I awoke 

early on Christmas Day 2017 feeling sorry for myself. In my journal entry I chronologically 

documented the significant events of the year. After 15 minutes of writing short, declarative 

phrases I had the year summarized. As I read back through the lines I had just written, I was 

struck by how most, if not all, of the entries involved addiction, alcohol, treatment, and relapse. I 

continued writing: 

Here we are on Christmas morning, it’s helpful for me to write out 

the events of the year. Not to mope and cry about what’s been 

done, but to remember that Colleen’s current 30 days of sobriety is 

a drop in the bucket. Yes, it’s a wonderful accomplishment (a 

start), but against her history...it’s very little. 

Still, her sobriety on Christmas Day and through the holidays was the best gift I could ever 

receive.  
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Unfortunately, the glow of the holidays faded in January of 2018 as Colleen’s conflicts 

with the ethical but strict halfway house owner escalated. When Colleen and I would talk on the 

phone, most of the “conversation” was me listening to Colleen’s rants about some perceived 

injustice inflicted by the house owner. About once a week I’d get a countervailing call from the 

owner critiquing Colleen’s scofflaw attitude toward the house’s rules. I tried my best to stay out 

of the fray and not take a side. Finally, in late January of 2018, it all unraveled. The owner was 

fed up with Colleen’s recalcitrance and sent a critical text about Colleen and the situation 

intended for me only. However, she inadvertently sent it to both Colleen and me, and when 

Colleen read what the house owner had to say about her, she was fit to be tied. Immediately 

Colleen began aggressively bargaining with me to come home. She had lost all trust in the 

halfway house owner, and it pained me to think of my wife living under the roof of someone she 

didn’t trust. 

I relented and agreed Colleen could return home provided she agree to three rules: first, 

she breathalyze regularly for me and whenever I request; second, she attend AA meetings daily 

and keep a journal of her attendance that we review regularly; and third, she get a job or perform 

structured volunteer work. Colleen readily agreed—too readily as it turned out—and she moved 

home. I think she would have said “Yes” to anything to get out of that halfway house and back 

home with her dogs.  

 

Just days after Colleen returned home she started relapsing. When Colleen was in the 

halfway house, our marriage while not healthy was at least stable—now, it was in an even worse 

place. We fought bitterly that Florida winter—the weather was mild, there was no threat of 

hurricanes, our town was packed with festive snowbirds. We lived in paradise, but still we 

fought. Finally, during one fight she said it to me—the thing that most every person who loves 

an addict expects to hear sooner or later. Although we should be prepared to not let it affect us, 

it’s easier said than done. Colleen and I were in the middle of an argument. Like boxers in the 

middle rounds of a fight, we were both tired, but neither of us was willing to concede. Colleen 

may or may not have been a little buzzed, I really didn’t care by that point.  

When fighting with Colleen, my tendency was to disengage when things got ugly. On this 

day things were getting ugly, and I had just left her in our bedroom and walked outside—

ostensibly for some fresh air. Colleen followed me outside, enraged by my disengagement, and 
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snarled, “Well, you know damn well exactly why I drink!” Her index finger jabbed at my chest 

to accentuate every word. I knew where she was going and I willingly took the bait. I mustered 

all the equanimity I could find and opened the door: “Tell me.” She shouted, “I drink because of 

you!” I was silent and thought, Well, there, it’s out in the open. My therapist, my reading about 

living with an addict, and my attendance at Al-Anon meetings had all prepared me for this 

moment.  

I had learned that when an addict blames someone they love for their addiction, they 

generally don’t mean it in their heart of hearts. The addict is hurting, they loathe themselves, and 

they need to lash out at someone, at anyone—and a closest loved one is the typical target. 

Although I knew this logically and was prepared for her to blame me for her alcoholism, hearing 

the words hurt—they echo in my head to this day. 

As if this attack wasn’t enough, Colleen pressed further. She had me on the ropes and she 

knew it. She advanced and hissed through clenched teeth, “Therapy has taught me to not take it 

from you anymore like I did in the first 25 years of our marriage.” I cocked my head, genuinely 

surprised. This was the “two” of her “one-two punch”—the jab thrown by the lead hand, 

followed quickly by the back hand cross. Although I had been expecting the “jab” (her saying 

that she drank because of me), the back hand cross (her questioning 25 years of marriage) caught 

me totally off guard. Until she said those words, those first 25 years were idyllic memories to 

me—a lighthouse to guide us through these uncharted waters, a place of hope we might return to 

in some distant future. Her extinguishing the light in the lighthouse hit me hard. Imagine if, in 

the conclusion of Casablanca when Humphrey Bogart says to Ingrid Bergman, “We’ll always 

have Paris.” Bergman had replied, “Well...Paris wasn’t that good for me.” 

If I try to empathize with Colleen, even with the Colleen possessed by the demon of 

addiction, I have to admit that these statements were so devastating to me in the same way that 

all good humor is funny: because it might be true. I’ve tried to be honest with myself and with 

others that I’m not the best person in the world and can be challenging to live with, but I never 

consciously thought that I was that bad. Does my subconscious see truth that my conscious self 

doesn’t see? Colleen’s accusation felt, and still feels, like it might be true; her madness might all 

be my fault—but it also feels like a riddle that I will never solve. 

I ruminated on that fight for weeks. If Colleen really meant what she said, if her apparent 

and convincing happiness in those early years of our marriage was just a facade, I was both mad 
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and sad about it. Mad that she didn’t speak up and say something. Sure, I’m not the best, but at 

least I tried, and if she had sat me down and revealed her unhappiness with our marriage, I would 

have listened. Mad that she didn’t leave me and end our relationship, and take finding her 

happiness into her own hands. I was sad too—sad for her. Were her years with me just a veneer 

of a smile underlaid with desolation? Here we were in 2018, with her approaching 50 and me 

approaching 54—my sister’s age when she died—and Colleen was questioning the authenticity 

of our early years together—what I had thought were the “good years.” During my intense 

rumination about the fight, I happened to listen to the Bob Dylan tune Don’t Think Twice. The 

line “You just kinda wasted my precious time,” brought tears to my eyes.  

 

After a couple weeks at home, between relapses and fighting, we could at least agree that 

things weren’t working. We also agreed that finding another halfway house would be best thing 

for both of us. Since Colleen’s mother and I had invested significant time in finding the first 

halfway house and that ended so badly, I told Colleen I’d help her move her things, but she 

would need to find the house on her own.  

Colleen had started working as a veterinary technician at a local animal hospital and she 

found an available halfway house close by so she could ride her bike to work. On a Saturday 

morning I helped her move and when we pulled up to the “new” halfway house, I was shocked 

by its outside appearance. While the previous house was significantly more expensive and came 

with aggressive supervision by the owner, it was in a nice neighborhood, well-furnished, and 

even had a pool. This house appeared to be the opposite—it was in a sketchy neighborhood, and 

from the outside looked like a proverbial fleabag. However, I bit my tongue. It was Colleen’s 

choice, and she’d have to live with it. While halfway houses have strict no-guest policies, 

Colleen said it would be fine if I came inside to help move her things. I politely declined. Based 

on its outside appearance, I didn’t want a mental image of the inside. I’d help her take her things 

to the doorstep but no further. 

While a “proverbial fleabag” was my first impression and it’s true you can’t always judge 

a book by its cover, my first impression of the house ended up being too generous. The house 

turned out to be a literal fleabag. Days after Colleen moved in, her roommate’s cats brought fleas 

inside, and soon Colleen’s legs were covered in insect bites. Another resident’s young children 

stayed with her in the house from time-to-time. Other residents were actively relapsing, 
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unchecked by the house owner. I had heard about the wide variation in quality of halfway houses 

and was now experiencing it. However, in my effort to recover from my co-addiction, I kept 

quiet for the several weeks Colleen was in this house. While it seemed to me like a train wreck, it 

was her train wreck. 

Fortunately, through the dark weeks of Colleen living at this house, her veterinary 

technician job gave her peace and hope. Unlike her job at the tennis store where she was on a 

computer all day and dealing with irate customers after work hours, in her vet tech job she was 

doing what she loved—taking care of animals. The husband-and-wife team of veterinarians that 

owned the practice raved about how the animals, customers, and staff loved Colleen. They were 

amazed that Colleen could joyfully bathe and shampoo dog after dog and sing to each one. For 

me, it felt good to feel proud of her. While her living situation was chaotic, the job helped keep 

her sober. Her knowing that canines and felines were depending on her for their well-being gave 

her a purpose, a reason to be sober, a reason to not endanger herself—and, like our dogs at home, 

they never judged her. 

Fortunately, Colleen came to her own realization that the chaos of other residents and the 

lack of supervision by the house owner was jeopardizing her recovery. Although I had a lot of 

trepidation, we agreed we would try her living at home one more time. We both thought that the 

job, combined with her psychologist and psychiatrist, medications, and attending regular AA 

meetings, just might work this time.  

 

Soon after Colleen returned home, she showed the size and depth of her heart, a heart that 

continued to beat through all our trials and tribulations. She had been home a week but was 

staying sober and I had my fingers crossed. Although she always came home from work happy, 

on this Thursday she came home on top of the world (in retrospect, I’d call her happiness 

borderline manic). Over dinner, she told Jack and me all about her day. A client had found an 

abandoned dog along a highway and had dropped it off at the animal hospital. Although the dog 

was emaciated, infested with fleas and ticks, and had no tags, it seemed otherwise healthy. 

Colleen was proud of herself for comforting the dog, and bathing and treating it for parasites. 

The dog stayed in the vet’s kennel overnight, and its next stop would be an animal shelter. 

Colleen showed us a picture of her and the dog. The dog was a female mixed breed, with some 

pit bull, and weighed 35 or 40 pounds. Her fur was grayish white with muted spots, and her 
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semi-erect ears flopped over at the tops—not unlike Yoda’s. Colleen had nicknamed her Sugar, 

because—as Colleen effused, “She’s so sweet!” In the picture, Colleen is wearing her scrubs and 

drying the dog with a towel. Her smile is broad, deep, so genuine—it instinctively reminded me 

of smiles in pictures from our early married life. Here was the Colleen I remembered: caring, 

dedicated to a cause, hard-working, and radiating happiness. 

As Colleen kept talking over dinner, Jack and I stole furtive glances at each other, and we 

were both thinking the same thing, We can see where this is going. Although we had two large 

male dogs, Colleen was starting her bargaining for a third dog. In the conversation, she subtly 

replaced the term “dog” with “Sugar.” Not surprisingly, the next afternoon while she was at 

work, Jack and I received a text from Colleen. It read, “Can we foster Sugar for the weekend?” I 

walked outside to where Jack was working on his fishing gear. “Did you see that text from 

Mom?” I asked. “Yeah,” he said, and we both laughed. We joked about making a bet that, if we 

“foster” this dog for the weekend, what are the chances it ever leaves? Neither of us would take 

the other side of that bet. I texted back, “Sure, that’s fine,” and Sugar has been with us ever 

since. Colleen nailed Sugar’s temperament—she truly is the sweetest dog. While I love our two 

large purebred male dogs, they have never missed a meal or had parasites or slept on a hard bed. 

Sugar fits in anywhere, accepts every meal, and takes every care-free nap with gratitude.  

After Sugar joined the family, we had a few good months with Colleen at home, perhaps 

as a combination of her job and Sugar. Yes, she slipped some (minor relapses) but was regularly 

attending AA meetings. I was taming my co-addiction and tried not to search for hidden alcohol 

or smell her water bottles. It was difficult to restrain myself as searching and smelling had 

become instinctual. 

 

Unfortunately, the bottom fell out—yet again—in late April of 2018. On a Sunday I was 

sailing Hazel James in the ocean, and Colleen had cycled to the beach with a friend. I was 

motoring home in the Intracoastal Waterway and as I waited for a drawbridge to open, I saw a 

text from Jack asking me to call. As I passed under the bridge, I called Jack. Colleen had been in 

a bike accident, and he had taken her to the ER. She’d be released soon and Jack added that she 

was very anxious about how I was going to react. I hung up the phone and sighed as I guided 

Hazel down the intracoastal to our house. I had a bad feeling.  
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After I got Hazel tied up to our dock, I called Colleen’s friend to better understand what 

had happened from his perspective. This friend knew all about Colleen’s challenges with 

addiction and he had been very supportive over the years. He told me that as he and Colleen 

were leaving the beach, Colleen struggled to stay on her bike and pedal in a straight line. He 

asked if she’d been drinking and Colleen swore that she hadn’t. However, she then admitted to 

abusing her antianxiety medication by taking a higher dosage than prescribed. When Colleen 

said this, he insisted that she was too impaired to ride and that they needed to walk their bikes the 

half mile to our house. Colleen got angry, ignored his demand, and pedaled away wobbly. He 

hopped on his bike and followed.  

Perhaps as a foreshadow to 2019, she almost made it home.  

Our house was on a dead end, off a divided road with wide sidewalks. Colleen was on 

that wide sidewalk, a hundred yards from our house when she lost her balance and fell towards 

the street. Fortunately, a signpost stopped her from going into the street and potentially being run 

over by a passing car; unfortunately, she banged her forearm and head on the signpost, and her 

lacerations were bleeding badly. Further, the impact caused a mild concussion, as she wasn’t 

wearing a helmet. She’d say later that she swerved to miss some children on the sidewalk but her 

friend who was following didn’t see anybody near her when she went down. 

That evening she was released from the ER, and the day’s events precipitated a 

downward spiral throughout May of 2018. A year prior, I had coined a phrase in my journal for 

what I was going through: “Just when you think it can’t get any weirder, it gets 10,000 times 

weirder.” This situation was emblematic of my aphorism. Her relapses became more frequent 

and were followed by less contrition. After one bad relapse, through gritted teeth she said, “I 

don’t want a big meeting about what happened last night; you are why I drink,” and stormed out 

of the room. I wrote in my journal, “Something died inside of me when she said that.” I could 

understand her trying to be sober but not being successful; however, these seemed to be 

premeditated relapses with premeditated reasons.  

In the shower while washing my hair, I happened to read the instructions on the shampoo 

bottle: Wash, rinse, repeat. Shampoo instructions or a summary of our lives together—it was all 

the same, all an endless cycle.  
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In early June, things got bad enough that Colleen agreed to enter an alcohol detox 

program. While in detox, Colleen’s lacerations from the bike accident became infected. Perhaps 

her body’s immune system was worn down from the drinking, perhaps worn down from years of 

prescribed immunosuppressants to tame rheumatoid arthritis symptoms, perhaps she wasn’t 

taking care of her wounds properly, or—most likely—some combination thereof. Regardless, it 

was a dangerous MRSA infection (Methicillin-resistant Staphylococcus aureus) and no 

residential addiction treatment programs would consider taking her until the infection was 

cleared. Therefore, after detox, we had to take her back home.  

Colleen’s mother came to help take care of her and the two of us found a promising local 

treatment center. Days before her scheduled intake to the facility, I took a quick business trip. 

When I was away, Colleen had another incident with alcohol and sleeping pills, and Jack had to 

call 911. At least Colleen’s four-day inpatient psychiatric admission after the incident would 

keep her safe until the treatment center was ready for her. In late June of 2017, when Colleen 

was discharged from the psychiatric unit, a behavioral health technician picked her up and took 

her directly to the facility.  

This addiction treatment center encouraged more family interaction than previous centers 

had, and after Colleen had been there two weeks, a therapist called and invited me to a several 

day program with other clients and their families. Listening to the goals and agenda, my first 

thought was, Oh great, just what I need, another three days out of my life dealing with Colleen’s 

problems. Going in, my primary reason for attending was that I didn’t want to look like a bad 

spouse by declining—certainly not the purest of motivations. However, looking back, those three 

days were among the most impactful in my life.  

Only family members were present for the first day of the session, moderated by two 

therapists. A mother was there for her 30-something son, a middle-aged sister for her brother, a 

20-something daughter for her father, a couple for their mid-20s son, and me for Colleen. On that 

first day, we shared our stories. For three of the five families, it was the first round of residential 

treatment. It was Colleen’s fourth round, and for the sister there for her brother—she had literally 

lost count of the number of times he had been in and out of treatment centers. For those “first 

timers” I could see them simultaneously feeling sorry for our multiple cycles while also panicked 

at the prospect of what their futures could hold. 
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When I shared Colleen’s and my story on that first day—I said I didn’t believe in 

unconditional love anymore. I was considering divorce as the best option for both me and 

Colleen. A therapist wisely suggested that, instead of me saying my love for Colleen is now 

conditional on her getting sober, I reframe as, “Colleen, my love for you is unconditional but my 

tolerance for what you are doing is not.” 

On days two and three, the residents joined us doing an exercise called “Circle in a 

Circle.” The thirteen of us sat in a large circle and one by one the family units would pull their 

chairs into the center of the circle and face each other, with the rest of us observing and being 

supportive. Family members would tell their addicted loved one whatever they most wanted to 

tell them. The client would respond, and the discussion would continue freeform for two hours 

per family unit. The therapists occasionally paused the discussion and asked the observers to 

comment. Colleen and I were the last to share.  

Colleen’s and my allotted two hours were intense, cathartic, and filled with tears. I did 

talk about unconditional love and tolerance, and I followed the therapist's sage advice on how to 

verbalize my thoughts. Colleen talked about how I make her feel like an employee and not a 

partner in our marriage. I said that at the conclusion of this residential treatment I wanted her to 

live sober at a halfway house for 12 months before she attempted to return home. That request 

made her angrier than I had ever seen her—I think because I broached a specific number of 

months, in front of other people.  

This treatment center ran an adjunct halfway house, and after 30 days of residential 

treatment, Colleen moved into its halfway house and shared a two-bedroom apartment with three 

other women in recovery. The vet practice welcomed her back, and Colleen thrived between a 

positive halfway house and a positive work environment. That last halfway house was like the 

baby bear’s porridge for Goldilocks. The first was too strict, the second too lax, but this one was 

just right and I started, once again, to feel rays of cautious optimism.  

After two months in the halfway house apartment, Colleen had been away from home 

almost four months. She continued to do well, and I softened from my 12-month position. 

Through the transition home, we had lots of joint visits with her therapists at the treatment center 

and with her longtime psychologist. She returned home that fall of 2018 and was successful 

staying abstinent from alcohol. She was taking her prescription medications as directed, regularly 

seeing her psychologist, and attending AA meetings. Colleen’s new AA sponsor had 20 years of 
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sobriety and hosted a weekly meeting with seven other women whom she also sponsored. She 

was a godsend for Colleen and for me. 

 

While I’ll never know what made Colleen’s sustained abstinence more successful than 

past attempts, I think it was the combination of residential treatment, balanced medications, 

regular therapist visits, my growth as a person and partner, and maybe her hitting her personal 

rock bottom. There’s a saying in AA, “I’m sick and tired of being sick and tired.” Colleen was so 

broken down from years of illness and addiction that she was finally done with it. Maybe, just 

maybe, she could kill it before it killed her.  

When I had stopped seeing my therapist a year earlier, her parting words of advice were:  

Dan, I can’t tell you what your and Colleen’s relationship will be 

like in the future, but I can tell you that it will be different. I get the 

sense that you are yearning for the past, for what was. You need to 

know, need to accept, that the past is the past and is not coming 

back. The question is, what different future can you forge together? 

I wrote those words in my journal the day after the session and reread them often. Back to fall of 

2018, although Colleen and I were together and she was abstinent, my therapist's words were 

prescient—Colleen’s and my relationship was irrevocably different. The relationship had 

changed from intimate to transactional. Although sad, I was glad to see Colleen apparently 

happy, sober, and stable. 

 

In the days between Christmas and New Year’s 2018, I sailed Hazel James 30 miles 

south to Biscayne Bay (south of Miami) and anchored in the bay for a night and then sailed home 

the next day. Although I dreamt of more expansive voyages, this was my first night sleeping on 

Hazel since Jack and I had sailed her from Brunswick, Georgia and I didn’t want to risk 

Colleen’s delicate progress by being away any longer. On my spirited beam reach to Biscayne 

Bay, the wind was blowing 20 knots out of the east, and we boiled southward under a crisp, blue, 

winter sky with fluffy white clouds. While anchored that evening, I wrote in my journal that it 

was the best day of the year for me. In trying to find a positive in all that recently had happened 

in my life, I added that Amy’s death from cancer and Colleen’s struggle with addiction 

heightened my appreciation of, and gratitude for, the good days. 
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15. Hunkering Down 

 

As the close of Chapter 13, Hazel and I had anchored in Little Harbour, Peter Island, just before 

a BVI government-imposed lockdown. 

 

I learned from my harbor mates that the lockdown was going to begin on Friday, March 27 and 

last a minimum of six days with possible extensions. The BVI government’s definition of 

“lockdown” was strict—a person living on land would not be allowed out of their residence, and 

the same logic applied to boats. While Peter Island was beautiful, it was deserted and the closest 

town for provisions was Road Town, Tortola, four miles away across the Sir Francis Drake 

Channel. While I was low on fresh food, I didn’t feel like undertaking the day-long process to 

sail to Road Town, shop and return. I had plenty of canned and dried food and the larger yachts 

moored near me had water makers that could generate fresh drinking water from seawater. Their 

captains had generously offered to supply me with water when I needed it. Besides, with 

unfettered access to the news via internet access from the USVI, I was learning that others across 

the world had a lot bigger problems to deal with—I was healthy and wasn’t hungry or thirsty. 

Forgoing reprovisioning also gave me two free days before the lockdown, and I decided 

to take day trips and explore Peter Island on my inflatable kayak. If being in crowds was a bad 

idea and I was going to be sequestered on Hazel for six straight days at least, I might as well 

enjoy some secluded exploring now.  

On my first day I set out to the north from Little Harbour and when I returned late in the 

afternoon, to my dismay I found that a modern 100-foot power yacht had med moored 

inconsiderately close to Hazel—blocking our view of the sunset. It was a Spanish-flagged vessel, 

and although having neighbors during the upcoming lockdown should have been comforting, I 

had been looking forward to unobstructed sunset views. From the pace the yacht’s crew worked 

and how they joked with each other, it was clear the owner was not yet onboard. As salt in my 

wound, as the sun set behind this monstrosity its diesel generator started, and ran through the 

entire night—it was clear that the generator was needed to power the yacht’s gaudy lights that 

also blazed through the entire night. In addition to losing my sunset views, my nighttime 

tranquility and stargazing were ruined as well. 
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Undaunted, the next morning I paddled south to see what I could see around the island, 

mindful that I needed to get back to Hazel by 6:00 p.m.—the starting time of the curfew. As I 

returned to Little Harbour after my day’s exploration, I saw—to my delight—that the big yacht 

was preparing to depart. My sunset view, silence, and dark night sky would be returned! A 

couple days later I’d hear from my neighbors that the owning family planned on flying into the 

BVI on their private jet to wait out the pandemic on their yacht. However, the BVI government 

denied their flight plan as its borders were sealed. With that, the owner ordered the yacht 

elsewhere—probably to a Caribbean island-nation with a more lenient lockdown policy. 

 

6:00 p.m. passed without incident and we were officially locked down. My clear view of 

the sunset made for a magnificent evening and I strummed the ukulele in Hazel’s cockpit while 

dinner simmered in the galley. With boats not allowed to move during the lockdown, the space 

vacated by the big yacht should remain unoccupied for the duration and that thrilled me. As the 

sun disappeared in the western horizon I thought, How could this get any better? Yes, I felt 

horrible that so many others were suffering and even dying in the pandemic, but I had been 

through dark times myself and savored this personal moment of perfection.  

However, in the near darkness as I was enjoying dinner, the scene did get better—much 

better. I happened to glance toward the headland that protected Little Harbour from the channel 

and trade winds, and noticed the dark shape of a small sailing vessel coming into view. It was 

motoring without running lights. By its lack of lights and how tightly it hugged the shore when 

rounding the headland, it was clear that the captain and crew knew they were late to the 

lockdown and were trying to get to a safe harbor without drawing attention. I considered the 

silhouette as it completed its turn and headed in my direction. It looked strangely familiar but, 

I’m in another country, more than 1,000 miles from home and practically know no one here. As 

that thought crossed my mind, the boat drew nearer and I heard my incredulous whisper, “My 

God, I think it’s Go & Lan!”  

Out of the darkness, a French accent hailed me with a hearty, “Ahoy!” confirming my 

suspicion. I was thrilled at the prospect of likeminded voyagers and friends nearby for the 

lockdown and returned the hail. Gautier at the helm deftly drew Go & Lan next to Hazel and 

Lancelot, on deck ahead of the mast, called out, “Daniel!”—he pronounced it “dahn-YELL”—

“May we anchor next to you?” I replied with a neighborly, “Oui oui!” and they both laughed, 
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knowing I had expended about a quarter of my French vocabulary. They set their anchor towards 

the middle of the harbor, and Gautier backed Go & Lan into the same spot where the 

unwelcomed yacht was moored just hours ago. To finish their med moor, they needed to take a 

stern line to the shore, and while most yachtsmen would launch their dinghy to do this, not the 

crew of Go & Lan. Lancelot dove into the inky water with a line in his teeth and swam to shore. 

As they did their final positioning, I asked them to let out a bit more anchor chain and move 

closer to shore so I’d have my sunset view. They were happy to oblige. As we all settled in for 

the night, I chuckled, Leave it to the French to be fashionably late to a global pandemic 

lockdown. 

 

While I was content in the solitude and stillness of those first days of the lockdown, it 

was painful to read about the pandemic’s effects on the rest of the world. All of us in Little 

Harbour followed the news with horror, and we respected the rules of the lockdown. The 

coronavirus pandemic was so new and the medical facilities in the BVI so limited that the last 

thing we wanted was to get sick and need hospital care. The BVI government posted on social 

media that the entire BVI medical system had two (yes, two) medical ventilators for the entire 

population. 

With my clear view of the USVI and domestic US cellular service, I put my phone and 

tablet computer to full use. Although the connection was slow, it was solid, and I was able to 

catch up on many blog posts that I had envisioned or drafted earlier but had neither the time nor 

internet access to post. While I tried to talk to at least one friend or family member back home 

every day via phone, I communicated with many more via blog posts. Like my friends and 

family, I had the luxury of free time. Unlike most of them who were “sheltering in place” at 

home , I was in a beautiful and interesting place. They needed diversion and I found that I 

enjoyed providing diversions with stories and pictures of pristine turquoise water, and flora and 

fauna.  

The first time a follower of my blog commented, “We’re enjoying your posts so much, 

we can’t wait for the book,” I thought, Yeah right, you’re pandering to the grieving widower to 

make him feel better about himself. However, after others saw the phoenix of a book rising from 

the ashes of my grief, I considered the prospect seriously. When I’d click the button to start a 

new blog post on my computer, I’d have a tabula rasa—a painter’s blank canvas—and I liked 
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the challenge of creating a story enhanced with images. More than a raison d'être, blogging 

brought me joy and hope for my future.  

As I considered the prospect of writing a book, it occurred to me that I actually had 

something to write about. In 2010 if someone had said, “Dan, I want you to write a book,” I 

would have replied, “I can’t. My life has been near-perfect and I have absolutely nothing to write 

about.” In Hazel’s cockpit, 1,000 miles from home during a pandemic, I contemplated how much 

my life had changed—some changes I had initiated, but many had just happened. Would I ever 

wish my sister or my wife dead? Absolutely not! The mere thought is abhorrent. But those deaths 

had given me not only a drive to voyage but a lot to write about.  

Colleen loved J.R.R. Tolkien and read The Lord of the Rings to our daughter Emma at 

bedtime. At Colleen’s funeral, Emma eulogized her mother by applying Tolkien’s wisdom: 

Frodo: I wish the Ring had never come to me. I wish none of this had happened.  

Gandalf: So do all who live to see such times, but that is not for them to decide. All we 

have to decide is what to do with the time that is given to us. 

I wished that many things in my life had never happened but that was not for me to decide.  

Toward the end of the initial six days of the BVI’s lockdown, the pandemic continued to 

rage elsewhere in the world, and the BVI government prudently extended the lockdown an 

additional 14 days. Although the extension was disheartening, I understood the logic. When I 

talked to sequestered friends back home and described where I was, they said, “Dan, if you come 

home now, you are absolutely crazy. Stay there as long as you can.” 

 

My conversations with Rhett continued—we’d talk on the phone every second or third 

night, often for an hour or more. On one hand, communicating intimately with another human 

being about what I was feeling was thrilling and, in my isolation, I started fantasizing that Rhett 

was aboard Hazel James with me. On the other hand, as I learned about her house, her job, her 

family, her dog and the importance of recovery in her life, I thought, There is no way this 

relationship could work. While she enjoys manicures and pedicures, my nails are chipped, 

broken and dirty from boat maintenance, constant exposure to saltwater and engine grease. This 

is an exciting little virtual fling—a flirtation—but we are too different. Even if I could build a 

new life with her, it would mean giving up my voyaging, something that is central to who I want 

to be.  
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Still, despite the undeniable logic of those arguments, I was drawn to talking to her. 

During Colleen’s addiction, I learned that many who work in the field are recovering addicts 

themselves. After all, they have managed to climb out of the valley of despair and now want to 

give back. Not only can they empathize like no others, they also can serve as role models and 

rays of hope. Rhett had been sober 20 years and while I had thought that if I ever allowed 

someone into my life again it would be a person far from addiction and Alcoholics Anonymous, 

in my conversations with Rhett, I came to appreciate her perspective. She asked many insightful 

questions about Colleen’s attempts at recovery and she didn’t shy away from the subject of 

Colleen. When I bitterly shared about Colleen’s telling me that I was the reason she drank, I 

naively expected Rhett to agree with me and take “my side” of the argument and pile-on by 

making some easy and snippy comment about Colleen. Instead—punctuated by the static of a 

cellular connection across an ocean—Rhett said, “Oh Dan... how difficult that must have been 

for you. However, I believe that she didn’t mean what she said. I understand the pain that 

Colleen was in because I’ve lived it. When you are in that place, the shame and guilt is 

overwhelming, and all you want is to release some of the ugliness you feel inside. Unfortunately, 

the easiest and ‘best’ person to lash out at is the person you love the most.” Not only did Rhett’s 

words tell me a lot about her, they also taught me a lot about Colleen and were a balm on my 

festering anger and resentment. With one statement, Rhett helped me understand both her and 

Colleen better. After the call, I lingered in Hazel’s cockpit staring up at the Milky Way and 

wondered how anyone not in recovery could understand who I am now.  

As important—and a bit surprising—was that I felt I had something to offer to Rhett. 

While I was not enmeshed “in the program” of AA, I understood it, appreciated its power, and 

appreciated the discipline required for it to be successful. When I told Rhett of my checkered 

partying past and that I had quit drinking in 2016, she told me that while she would only enter a 

relationship with someone who was abstinent, she was happy that I had a history with alcohol. If 

I were a lifetime teetotaler, I could never truly understand the life she had led prior to her 

sobriety. It felt good to offer a rare combination of things to someone else. While I understood 

the attraction of a stiff drink at the end of the day, I knew the first drink led to the next drink and 

the next drink. I had experienced the inevitable darkness of that cycle. In addition, I had quit four 

years ago, quit cold turkey, and managed to stay totally abstinent. I had stopped drinking for my 

own reasons and not for Rhett. 
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As my days in lockdown clicked past 14, I was happy that everyone in our Little Harbour 

community was healthy and free of COVID and no new boats had entered the harbor. When the 

term “bubble” began to emerge in the news, we sailors realized that we were our own bubble and 

we started carefully intermingling between boats for meals and socialization, and on-shore 

excursions.  

A highlight of the lockdown was my growth as a musical instrument maker and conch 

trumpeter. In other anchorages I had seen, and envied, sailors would stand on deck as the sun 

slipped below the horizon and blow a long, haunting note on a conch trumpet—a large conch 

shell with its pointed apex cut off and smoothed into the shape of a mouthpiece. The conch 

trumpeter buzzes his lips in the mouthpiece in a manner similar to that used for playing a brass 

wind instrument. While the sound of one conch trumpet reverberating across the water is 

beautiful, the sound of multiple conch trumpets—each with a slightly different pitch—is 

magical. Growing up, I had played the trumpet, so I was eager to see if my lips had held up after 

all the years. 

Several of my harbor mates in Little Harbour had conch trumpets and blew them together 

at sunset. After listening wistfully, I decided that when the pandemic was over, I would buy 

myself a conch trumpet. The next morning, I was swimming past a charter boat and stopped to 

talk to the captain, a good friend and Englishman and active conch-blower in the harbor. I told 

him about my resolve to buy a conch trumpet. From previous conversations, he knew my 

mechanical aptitude and he stared down at me quizzically. He replied, “Why in the world would 

you buy one when you can make it yourself?”—a thought that, for some reason, had never 

occurred to me. He then described the process of sawing off the apex with a hacksaw to make a 

mouthpiece and filing and sanding the cut surface. 

This was perfect as the lockdown was wearing on me and I needed a project, something 

creative to do with my hands. In Gorda Sound several weeks before, I had discovered a beach 

strewn with conch shells and had collected six of the finest specimens and packed them away in 

Hazel’s bilge to give to friends and family when I returned home. In addition to those “raw 

materials,” aboard Hazel I had saws, files and sandpaper. Most importantly, I had all the time in 

the world, and I spent the rest of the day fabricating a handful of conch trumpets—one for me, 
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two for Gautier and Lancelot, and the others for family back home. As sunset approached, I 

paddled over to Go & Lan and surprised my French friends with their gifts. 

Serendipitously, that evening was clear with a sunset worthy of a conch chorus. As the 

sun disappeared, I blew and joined in the magical chorus. As I finished my blow, it occurred to 

me that I hadn’t heard a sound from Go & Lan. Did they miss the sunset? Did they not like the 

gifts that I spent hours making for them? Were they too self-conscious to try a conch blow? I 

discarded my last thought as ludicrous because—between their youth and French joie de vivre—

they were game to try anything. I looked over to see them both holding their conch shells and 

doubled over with laughter. I was confused—this was supposed to be a mystical celebration of 

the day—not some laughing matter. When they saw me looking at them, I shrugged my 

shoulders in the universal signal of questioning. With my gesture, they simultaneously 

straightened up to attention and made another attempt at a conch duet.  

Given my trumpet playing background, I had taken the concepts of “buzzing” the lips and 

embouchure for granted. However, evidently neither Lancelot nor Gautier had played a wind 

instrument and instead of pure and mystical tones, the sounds they produced were reminiscent of 

mortally wounded ducks quacking out a final breath. At the instant they heard their own sounds, 

they looked at each other and burst out laughing. They tried another several times with the same 

result. With each attempt, their laughing fit (and my laughter too by this point) became more 

maniacal—the lockdown was wearing on all of us. To their credit, they never gave up, and 

practiced and practiced, and by the end of the lockdown they were full-fledged members of the 

sunset chorus. 

 

My evening conversations with Rhett continued. We talked about many things, and I was 

upfront about how much I was enjoying myself on this voyage and how I was already planning 

future voyages. She dropped several hints that she would love to “chuck it all” and sail into the 

proverbial sunset. Together, we flirted with that idea but—at least to me—it seemed crazy. 

While her sunset was proverbial, mine was quite literal and while life on a boat seems romantic 

from a distance, there’s a lot of confinement and a bit of privation that I was sure would be 

unacceptable to her. We agreed that whatever these conversations were becoming, we shouldn’t 

get ahead of ourselves. We needed to be in each other’s physical presence and see what we were 

like together. 



Heeling is Healing  15. Hunkering Down 

Copyright 2022 Daniel J. Coate all rights reserved 169 

  

Finally in late April and after several extensions, the BVI government announced that the 

lockdowns would soon be eased. Until that point, I wasn't sure what my future plans would be 

for this voyage. My original plan, before the pandemic, was to island-hop my way home through 

Puerto Rico, Hispaniola, the Turks and Caicos, and The Bahamas. However, all borders in the 

Caribbean and Bahamas were now closed, which obviated that plan. My other thought was that if 

the government of the BVI would allow me to sail the BVI unfettered after the lockdown, I 

would stay in the BVI for another month and enjoy the islands with few other visitors. However, 

the BVI government's disappointing but understandable position was that while private, foreign-

flagged vessels (like Hazel) that were in the country could obtain clearance to provision and then 

immediately depart BVI waters, they could not travel within the BVI after the lockdown was 

eased. Thus, with no other options, my plan became clear—with the government’s approval, I 

would sail to Road Town on the island of Tortola and reprovision for a day, check out of the 

country, and sail home nonstop. At roughly 1,200 nautical miles, it would be, by far, the longest 

sail I had ever attempted. 

Gautier and Lancelot’s planning was similar but their sail back to France would be 3,300 

nautical miles, almost three times longer than mine. In normal (nonpandemic) times, the typical 

small boat routing from the Caribbean to Europe includes a needed rest and reprovisioning stop 

in the Azores—a small archipelago in the North Atlantic, approximately 750 nautical miles west 

of mainland Portugal. With that routing Go & Lan would have a 2,300 nautical mile sail from the 

BVI to the Azores and then a 1,000-nautical mile sail from the Azores to Brittany. However, in 

the pandemic the Azores’ borders were sealed, and while a 2,300-mile passage is a long way for 

a small boat, a nonstop 3,300-mile passage was likely too far for Go & Lan. After much inquiry 

and to Lancelot’s and Gautier’s relief, they discovered they would be granted permission to 

anchor off the Azores and have water and provisions delivered to the boat, but they would not be 

allowed to set foot on shore. 

The last week of lockdown in Little Harbour was bittersweet. While we were happy at the 

prospect of moving, we all knew that this singular time—the extended seclusion of our little 

community—was ending.  

In the final days of awaiting BVI government clearance, Go & Lan had run out of 

cooking propane, so Lancelot and Gautier joined me nightly for dinner on Hazel James. On our 
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last night in Little Harbour the three of us were relaxing in Hazel’s cockpit enjoying the stars 

after a shared dinner. Suddenly, the most magnificent meteor I had ever seen slowly arced across 

the black dome of stars. It traversed a full 90 degrees of the sky before it disappeared, and it was 

bright enough to illuminate the cockpit for a few seconds. We reflexively gasped, “Ohhh” and 

“Ahhh”—as if we were at a fireworks display. After it burned out, it left a glowing tail that hung 

in the atmosphere for several minutes. As an avid stargazer, I had never seen a “shooting star” 

anything like this one. We turned to each other and exclaimed, “Did we just see what we think 

we just saw?” If I had been by myself, I would have second-guessed my sanity.  

As the luminescent tail faded, Lancelot and Gautier told me that the French term for a 

meteor is étoile filante. Étoile meaning star, and filante meaning free-running or sprinting. I 

repeated it several times to get the pronunciation correct and to commit it to memory. I marveled 

at how easily it rolled off my tongue and how poetic it sounded when compared to our English 

“meteor” or “shooting star.”  

Gautier and Lancelot said their bonsoirs and dinghied back to Go & Lan. As I tried to 

sleep, my mind searched for some connection between the étoile filante and Colleen. In so doing, 

I recalled a trip I took a couple months after Colleen’s death. I first traveled to Southern 

California to visit Emma and her fiancé and, on my way home, arranged an overnight in Denver 

to visit a couple who had known Colleen well. Over dinner, my one friend said that after hearing 

of Colleen’s death, she had a vivid dream about Colleen. During the dream the words of a poem 

floated through the air—just out of reach. When she awoke, my friend immediately picked up a 

pencil and started writing. As she told me this story, I was reminded of the van Gogh quote, “I 

dream my painting and I paint my dream.” Before I left for the airport the next morning, she 

gave me a copy and I read it and cried as the plane lifted off the runway and banked over the 

plains of Kansas. When I arrived home in Florida, I taped it in my journal. 

Back in my bunk in Hazel’s saloon in Little Harbour, between the excitement of 

embarking for home and witnessing the magnificent étoile filante with my new friends, sleep 

was out of the question. I roused myself, found my previous journal and thumbed through it until 

I found the date of my trip west and the poem taped on its pages. It was titled I Remember 

Colleen Like a Shooting Star. The first lines in the poem read: 

Her light could burn but was hard to resist 

Try looking away from a shooting star. 
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Later in the poem, she writes: 

Like a shooting star, she was gone too soon. 

Everyone turned to each other—did you see that? 

The poem finishes: 

When I see a shooting star,  

I will think of her and her brilliant smile. 

I closed my eyes and slept. 
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16. 2019—Celebrating a Year Sober 

 

Chapter 14 ended with Colleen successful in her recovery through the 2018 end of year holidays. 

She had been sober since entering her fourth residential treatment center in mid-2018. 
 

2019 started quietly—a welcome change compared to previous years. Colleen had settled into a 

routine and had found a rhythm in her life that worked for her. It was a healthy balance of home, 

job, exercise, psychologist and psychiatrist appointments, and AA meetings. Abstinence allowed 

her psychiatrist to titrate medications to optimal levels. Earlier, her surreptitious alcohol use had 

masked the effects of some psychoactive medications and had accentuated the effects of others.  

In June of 2019 Colleen celebrated one year of sobriety. Once a month Colleen’s AA 

home group celebrated anniversaries at “open” meetings, and family and close friends were 

encouraged to attend and show their love and support. As the June anniversary meeting 

approached, the chairperson asked Colleen to be the speaker at the meeting and share her story.  

Although I was traveling extensively for work and the meeting was on a Wednesday 

morning, I flew home so I could attend. We took our seats, and the chairperson opened the 

meeting with the serenity prayer, AA preamble, a short description of how AA works and the 12 

steps. At that point all eyes turned toward Colleen. While she loved interacting with people one 

on one, speaking in front of large groups made her nervous. I had no idea what she was going to 

say and in her first sentences her voice quavered, she lost her breath, and her hands fidgeted. I 

did what I do when watching a contested sporting event or cliffhanger movie—I crossed my 

right arm across my chest and settled my left elbow on the back of my right hand and bit the 

knuckles of my left hand. Then, in a heartbeat, she started breathing again, and the story flowed 

out of her as a river of emotion. I became aware of the position of my arms, and my teeth biting 

into my knuckles. I put my arms back down at my sides and exhaled myself—the last thing I 

wanted to do was to telegraph anxiety to her. 

Later that year, in Jack’s eulogy of his mother, he would say: 

In early June of this year...I listened to the most thoughtful and 

intensely vulnerable reflection of a human life I have ever heard, 

delivered by my mother, Colleen. With remarkable poise she 

recalled her life, from childhood through the present, leaving no 
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stone unturned, and instigating teary eyes in audience members. 

Colleen displayed a profound level of introspective awareness and 

maturity. After Mom finished speaking, an outpouring of love, 

empathy, and respect echoed through the crowd. Several people 

saying that...they hadn’t wanted to drag themselves out of bed, but 

they were glad that they did. ‘Colleen’s story made it all 

worthwhile.’ Who knows how many lives were changed, even 

saved, on that day? That memory, one of countless with mom, will 

forever live on in me and in all who were there. 

I couldn’t have said it better. The three of us went out to breakfast afterwards and talked about 

the future—a future that appeared bright.  

 

For the Fourth of July week, Colleen, Emma, and Jack joined the rest of Colleen’s family 

at her parent’s lake house on Chautauqua Lake in Western New York. As the Fourth approached, 

several colleagues asked me, “Why don’t you take the week off and go with them?” If I knew 

then what I know now, I would have moved heaven and earth to go. However, what’s done is 

done, and all any of us can do is make our best decisions based on the facts and our feelings at 

the time. The week’s highlight was that Emma and Colleen spent precious time together. There’s 

an iconic picture from the week—of Colleen and her three siblings, arms over each other’s 

shoulders laughing and smiling. They all look so healthy, happy, at ease and hopeful. 

 

Later in July, we experienced some incidents that, at the time, seemed like minor bumps 

on the road to continued recovery. A year earlier when Colleen was entering her fourth 

residential treatment facility, her psychiatrist had diagnosed bipolar disorder and had prescribed 

lithium. At its atomic level, lithium is incredibly simple—the third element on the periodic table. 

Nonetheless, its positive effects on Colleen were profound. It helped her regulate the manic 

“ups” and depressive “downs” of bipolar disorder. The optimal dosing of lithium is tricky and 

varies from individual to individual; the target is a narrow therapeutic window. Too little, and the 

patient doesn’t receive the positive effects of the drug; too much and the kidneys can be 

irreversibly damaged. Along with lithium, her psychiatrist prescribed regular lab tests to monitor 

Colleen's lithium level and kidney function. In late July, Colleen’s test results concerned her 
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psychiatrist. Under the supervision of her psychiatrist, Colleen began to gradually reduce her 

lithium dosage to preserve the health of her kidneys. 

Working on my co-addiction, I had stepped back from monitoring Colleen’s medications 

or getting involved with her doctors. When she wanted to share with me, I would listen 

attentively, and if asked, I would offer my thoughts. Otherwise, I maintained a distance and had 

to trust in Colleen’s judgment and her medical professionals. Still, while reducing her lithium 

dosage seemed like the best thing to do, I was nervous. She had been on such a good trajectory.  

Around that time, Colleen shared with Emma, Jack, and me that she was experiencing 

mild thoughts of self-harm and suicide. Although it’s hard to imagine using the word “mild” to 

describe terms like “self-harm” and “suicide,” in this situation what she shared seemed to be 

much less intense than in previous situations. We encouraged her to talk with her psychologist 

and psychiatrist about what was going on. Perhaps the dark thoughts were due to the reentry into 

“normal life” after her year anniversary, like sadness after a holiday or vacation; or perhaps they 

were due to changes in her brain chemistry after adjusting her medications; or maybe something 

else or a combination of factors was at play.  

 

As July rolled into August, Colleen’s psychiatrist further reduced her lithium, and 

prescribed other psychoactive medications to help fill the gap. Around this time Colleen also 

started experiencing what I called “hallucinations” but her psychologist more accurately 

characterized as “misperceptions.” One afternoon, Colleen and I were sitting on our bed and 

talking. A throw blanket was crumpled on the foot of the bed. While she was looking at me most 

of the time, every few seconds her eyes would dart to the blanket. Every time she stole a glance, 

her countenance would darken for an instant. I started to wonder what was going on—just as she 

paused the conversation and asked, “Do we have a fourth dog?” I blinked a couple times to clear 

my thoughts, as this question had come out of the blue. “No,” I mustered, “Of…course not.” 

Although not a question, the pitch of my voice instinctively raised at the end of my response to 

signal that I had no idea what she was talking about. She replied, “Then what’s sleeping at the 

foot of our bed?” I looked and said incredulously, “That’s the brown fuzzy blanket we’ve had for 

years.” I’m not sure if she believed me because she reached down and stroked the blanket gently, 

as if it might awaken and start licking her hand. Afterwards, she admitted that over the past 
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couple weeks, she had occasionally been hearing and seeing odd things. I appreciated her candor 

and encouraged her to share all these incidents with her doctors. 

In recounting these events, I’m reminded of watching a formulaic genre horror movie—

the part when the heroine walks towards a closed door and you scream to yourself, Don’t do it! 

Don’t open that door! As I write this and try to empathize with other eyes on these words, I can 

imagine a reader thinking, Dan, I can’t believe that you didn’t march her right to the psychiatric 

hospital as soon as this happened! It’s a fair question, one that I’ll struggle with this the rest of 

my life. The defense of myself that I make to myself is that years of addiction, and cycles of 

treatment and relapse had desensitized me. Colleen and I had been through so much, and if I had 

reacted to every odd thing, we would have been at the hospital several times per week for years. 

 

During that summer I was working with a client in Los Angeles and planned to stay out 

west for a weekend and visit Emma and her fiancé who lived in Southern California. We were 

going to rent a cabin in the San Bernardino mountains, a two-hour drive east, and enjoy some 

cooler weather and hiking. When I shared these plans with Colleen, she insisted that she wanted 

to fly out and join us for the long weekend. I was initially against this, as her recent track record 

with cross country travel was not good.  

Just nine months earlier as Colleen’s recovery was on course, I was scheduled to attend a 

conference in San Diego. Like the current situation, it was a perfect opportunity to combine the 

conference with a visit to see Emma and her fiancé. Colleen wanted to go too and I agreed. 

However, given the timing of the conference and some other commitments I had, Colleen would 

need to fly by herself cross country and then we would all enjoy a weekend together in San 

Diego.  

Colleen was a seasoned global traveler with no fear of flying that I was aware of. 

However, she had a connection in Las Vegas, and during the connection she apparently had a 

panic attack and either refused to board the second leg of her trip or the airline didn’t permit her 

to board given overtly anxious behavior. As Colleen’s flight departed from Las Vegas without 

her aboard, she texted Emma that she missed her flight. Then for the next 12 hours Colleen 

didn’t respond to any calls or text messages. She was all by herself, and we had no idea as to 

what was going on. With Emma in California, and Jack and me in Florida—the three of us spent 

hours on the phone with the Las Vegas airport authority and Las Vegas police trying to track 
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down Colleen. We had nightmarish visions of Colleen relapsing on the streets of Las Vegas. 

About midnight Las Vegas time, a security guard found her sleeping on an airport bench. 

Although Colleen denied that she was drinking, and I believe her, she showed no contrition for 

her behavior, and I was both rattled and angered by what had happened. I wasn’t mad about the 

anxiety attack, those things happen; I was mad about Colleen not answering our phone calls or 

texts. 

Now, in 2019, the reasons for my trepidation about Colleen’s solitary travel are obvious. 

I would already be in California and needed to be there the following week; if Colleen were to 

join us, she would need to travel alone. Like a detective interrogating a suspect, I asked her, “Do 

you remember how your last cross country trip ended? Are you sure you want to try that again?” 

Although I phrased my questions as if they were in Colleen’s best interest, in my heart of hearts, 

I didn’t want her to come. I was looking forward to a weekend with my daughter and her fiancé 

without chaos, without drama—and without Colleen. Undeterred, Colleen was dead set on 

making the trip. When she was determined about something, it was nearly impossible to dissuade 

her.  

Thankfully, Colleen’s flights to California on Thursday, August 15 were uneventful. 

Midafternoon she arrived at Emma’s apartment in Irvine. After I finished my work in Los 

Angeles, I took a car service to Irvine and met Emma, her fiancé, and Colleen for dinner. That 

night the four of us laughed and joked about life. I was happy that Colleen was happy. Perhaps 

my trepidation had been unfounded.  

Colleen and I didn’t have a car of our own and after dinner planned to take a taxi from 

their apartment to our hotel for the night. However, Emma’s fiancé graciously insisted that we 

use his car, a Mustang convertible. Our plan for the next day was to leave around noon and drive 

into the mountains to our rented cabin for the weekend.  

 

That Thursday night, Colleen and I held each other as we fell asleep on the soft hotel bed. 

I was glad her travel had gone smoothly and that she had insisted that she come. We were both 

excited about our drive into the mountains to a place that neither of us had ever been.  

I needed to finish some work for the week, so I woke early Friday morning. Colleen’s 

biological clock was still on Eastern time, and she was up early as well. She first wanted to work 

out at the hotel gym and then go to Emma’s apartment, so the two of them could catch up prior 
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to the four of us driving together. When Colleen finished her coffee, she headed for the hotel’s 

gym. As I worked, I noticed that she was gone a long time—longer than usual, even for one of 

her intense workouts. When she finally returned, she slipped into the room quietly, closed the 

door behind her, leaned back against it and breathed a sigh of relief. Between deep breaths she 

told me that when returning from the gym to our room, she had gotten “disoriented” and had lost 

her way. This was totally unlike her. She’s a smart, resourceful person, and the hotel’s signage 

and wayfinding were clear. Oh well, I thought, it’s one more thing that she needs to figure out. 

Colleen then called Emma and told her that she wasn’t coming early to talk, she wanted 

to wait and come with me. After she hung up with Emma, she said to me that she didn’t feel sure 

she could make it to Emma’s apartment by herself via a car service. More odd behavior, I 

thought.  

Since Colleen was now waiting for me, I focused on finishing my work as quickly as 

possible and soon was ready for us to check out of the hotel and head to Emma’s apartment. As 

Colleen and I were packing, I privately texted Emma about Colleen’s actions and asked her to 

carefully observe “mom’s” behaviors so we could compare notes.  

It was a spectacular Southern California morning—low humidity, cool, and not a cloud in 

the sky. We put the top down on the Mustang and were driving with sunglasses on and good 

music playing. At a red light, I looked over at Colleen and she at me. I smiled and she returned 

the smile, a little meekly though—something seemed “off.” Although she was quiet, I still 

thought it was the beginning of what would be an idyllic weekend.  

However, in Emma’s apartment as we were getting ready to depart, Colleen said that she 

wasn’t feeling well and needed to call her psychiatrist. They talked for a long time while Emma, 

her fiancé, and I waited. I started to get antsy and perturbed. My expectation for the day was to 

spend it with my daughter and her fiancé driving into the San Bernardino mountains—if Colleen 

was with us, that would be great, but it wasn’t central to what I had envisioned for the day or 

weekend. 

As Colleen paced back and forth talking on the phone animatedly, I thought, Come on, 

Colleen, you could be having this conversation while we are driving toward our destination. 

Think of somebody else for a change. It was a dark thought, but it was my thought. Eventually, 

Colleen hung up and stated flatly that her psychiatrist wanted her to go to an emergency room for 
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evaluation and testing. Her doctor was concerned by the combination of Colleen’s most recent 

lab results in Florida and her symptoms in California.  

Emma and her fiancé stayed at their apartment, and I drove Colleen to a local ER in 

silence. As we waited in the ER, I did my best to control—or at least conceal—my anger. I 

couldn’t help feeling that if she had stayed home, she’d be in a familiar environment with all her 

medical professionals close by and—from a selfish standpoint—I’d be on the road with my 

daughter and future husband for a getaway weekend. Eventually, a technician called Colleen’s 

name and took her through the double swinging doors to the treatment area. I waited by myself 

for another several hours before I could see her. As I was led into her room, I saw her lying in a 

hospital bed with Band-Aids on her arms from multiple blood tests. She smiled when she saw 

me—the same meek smile I had seen that morning. After a few minutes of talking, she looked at 

me quizzically and asked what was around my neck. “Nothing,” I confusingly replied. I was 

wearing a simple open collared shirt. She didn’t believe what I had said and reached out and felt 

my neck and shoulders to be sure. As I sat next to her after hours of waiting in the ER, I could 

visualize a little rented cabin in the mountains sitting empty. I sat back, deflated, and sighed. The 

ER doctor wanted to admit her for further observation. Her lithium levels were elevated, and he 

wanted them to decline before discharging her.  

Saturday morning, Emma and I visited Colleen in the hospital. We talked for an hour and 

then Emma and I left the hospital, and she and her fiancé and I drove to the beach town of Dana 

Point for lunch. We hoped Colleen would be discharged later that day, so driving to the 

mountains for what remained of the weekend was out of the question. While we were enjoying 

the beach, I got a call that Colleen was to be discharged from the hospital shortly. Emma and I 

dropped her fiancé back at their apartment, and the two of us drove to the hospital. During the 

discharge process, Emma, Colleen, and I talked to her attending physician. He had been in 

communication with Colleen’s psychiatrist in Florida and the two doctors had agreed that 

Colleen needed to stop taking lithium immediately and completely. Apparently, the lithium was 

starting to seriously affect her kidneys, and they didn’t want to risk permanent damage. We 

asked him about her ability to travel by herself since she had a plane ticket back to Florida in two 

days, he said that that should be no problem. 

I wish I could rewind to that moment and have a redo—a golfer’s “mulligan.” If so, I 

would have spent half an hour searching the internet for phrases like, “Stopping lithium 
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abruptly.” However, I didn’t do that, and I regret it to this day. I had sacrificed my weekend to 

get Colleen professional help. She was being discharged from a reputable hospital, and her 

attending physician in California and her psychiatrist in Florida had agreed on the treatment plan 

and had cleared Colleen to travel. Who was I to question any of that?  

 

On Sunday the four of us visited another Southern California coastal town and walked the 

boardwalk and had lunch. Colleen’s condition was fair, but not great. She wandered off a couple 

times, and I had to search to find her. It was hard to tell if she was disoriented or if she wanted to 

be alone so she could have a cigarette without feeling judged. I remember seeing her from a 

distance sitting on the sea wall between the boardwalk and beach, staring out over the ocean and 

taking a long drag—she coughed and looked so tired, so forlorn, so beaten down by life. While I 

felt sorry for her, I thought, Do I even know her anymore? We had focused on abstinence and 

now that we had achieved what we thought was the goal, things were just as messed up as ever. 

I let her finish her cigarette before I approached her. Even though I was angry about the 

lost weekend, I didn’t want to interrupt her enjoyment of the nicotine. As she crushed out her 

cigarette, I approached a moment too early. Instantly, she knew I had followed her and had seen 

her smoking and she was angry with me. No good deed goes unpunished, I thought. 

Late Sunday afternoon we drove back to Irvine, and Emma and her fiancé dropped 

Colleen and me at our hotel. The next morning, I was heading to Los Angeles for work and 

Colleen was flying back to Florida. I watched as Emma and Colleen hugged each other—little 

did I know then that it would be their last embrace. As Colleen and I drifted off to sleep Sunday 

night, we didn’t hold each other. It had been a difficult day and a trying weekend. Before going 

to bed, we’d figured that she needed to catch the 6:00 a.m. shuttle from the hotel to the airport. 

That plan worked well for me as I needed to get on the road early and ahead of LA traffic. 

I awoke that Monday morning to my alarm and got ready for the day and then woke 

Colleen. As she scrambled to pack her things, she was disorganized, and she realized that she 

hadn’t plugged in her phone and now its battery was almost dead. While she had several 

auxiliary phone batteries, they were all at home. In addition, the airline with whom she was 

flying didn’t have power outlets in the passenger seats, and I sensed that her trying to make two 

connecting flights with a dead phone would be a problem. I considered giving her the fully 

charged auxiliary cell phone battery I kept in my backpack but decided against it. Not only was it 
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something that she needed to figure out, but I also had long flights that week and I could use the 

battery myself. As I think about that moment today, it’s just one more selfish act which I regret. 

At 5:45 a.m. that Monday morning we scanned the hotel room for anything we may have 

left behind and shut the door. I wheeled both of our bags to the elevator and from the lobby to 

the hotel’s circular driveway. The hotel shuttle bus and the driver took her bag, and we hugged 

briefly before she climbed onto the bus. I don’t remember if we kissed or not. Reflexively I said, 

“Safe travels,” and she was gone. It would be the last time I would ever see her alive.  

The airport was a short distance from the hotel, and at about 6:30 a.m. Colleen called me. 

I was in the back seat of a car headed to Los Angeles. She said dejectedly, “I lost my ID and 

wallet.” I looked at the ceiling of the car and sighed, “How did you get through security?” She 

replied, “I lost them between security and the gate.” I took a deep breath to control my anger and 

suggested that she retrace her steps and that she also find an electrical outlet to charge her phone 

before the flight boarded. I had no idea how she could execute both my suggestions 

simultaneously but that was for her to figure out. That brief and terse conversation would be the 

last time I’d ever talk to her. 

 

Our phones have apps to see each other’s location. Or, more accurately, to see the 

locations of each other’s phones assuming the phone is powered up and transmitting. During my 

busy morning at work, I flipped over to the app from time to time to see if I could locate Colleen 

during her travels. Although she had connections and time on the ground in Las Vegas and New 

Orleans on her way back to Ft. Lauderdale, I didn’t see her on the app. She was either in the air 

or on the ground but with a dead phone. Finally, in the afternoon, I saw her location in New 

Orleans. I was feeling bad that I hadn't been more supportive of her when we said goodbye and 

in our last conversation, and I texted a kind message wishing for her remaining travel to be 

smooth. As I pressed the “send” button, I hoped she would interpret the text as an olive branch. I 

don’t know if she saw it or not, but I never got a response.  

That evening and after hearing nothing from Colleen, I called Jack and confirmed that 

she had reached our house safely. He said that she had just arrived home and was sleeping. Like 

me, he couldn’t get in touch with her but knew the timing of her arrival flight so he drove to the 

Ft. Lauderdale airport in an attempt to find her and give her a ride home. After searching a nearly 

deserted airport for an hour (it was close to midnight Eastern time), he gave up and returned 
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home. Soon after, Colleen arrived in a cab. The two of them talked for a bit and then she went to 

bed. She was rattled but she was home.  

The next morning, Tuesday, August 20, Jack had plans to go on an overnight camping 

trip with his girlfriend to celebrate her birthday. Although he was nervous about leaving Colleen, 

he rightfully thought that since she had successfully traveled cross country and was now home, 

surrounded by her dogs and with her medical professionals close by, she would be fine. As he 

left our home, he told her, “Mom, the only thing you need to do today is to see your psychiatrist. 

Focus on that.” 

As Jack and his girlfriend drove north and west into the Florida woods, he’d soon be out 

of cell range. He and I texted, and I said I’d call her frequently and keep track of her with the 

location app. However, as the day progressed I became increasingly worried. I had tried to reach 

Colleen repeatedly but got no response. On the location app, I could see that she (at least her 

phone) was at home. I thought, It’s OK. Probably exhausted from the trip and sleeping but she’s 

home. The next morning, Wednesday, August 21, I woke on Pacific time when it was already 

midmorning Eastern time. In my hotel bed, I immediately checked the location app on my phone 

but couldn’t find Colleen. Either she had turned her phone off or its battery had died. I tried to 

call Jack but he was out of cell range. I got to my client’s site all the while trying to think of 

someone else I could contact in Florida. Midmorning, I called Colleen’s AA sponsor, but the last 

time they had talked was before Colleen’s trip to California. This was odd as well since Colleen 

typically called her sponsor daily. Finally, midday Pacific time (afternoon Eastern time), I talked 

to Jack who was now driving home. Although he was back in cell range, he was still several 

hours from our home. There was still no communication from Colleen. Our concern was 

bordering on panic. 

Given our large and protective dogs, we couldn’t ask just anyone to check in on Colleen. 

We weren’t sure how they might react if Colleen weren’t there and a stranger tried to enter the 

house. Jack and I racked our brains and thought of a family friend and general contractor—

Tony—who had done a lot of work on our houses over the years. The dogs knew and loved him. 

We called Tony and fortunately he was in the neighborhood and said he would be happy to stop 

by the house and check on things.  

We waited.  
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I sat at a work desk in Los Angeles wearing a suit and tie, and unable to concentrate on 

anything except what might be happening back home. Jack was with his girlfriend driving home 

as quickly as he could. About 20 minutes later my phone rang. It was Jack and I drew in a deep 

breath. Countless other calls over the past three and a half years flashed through my mind. 

Sometimes I was initiating the call, sometimes I was receiving the call; sometimes we had 

overreacted, and it was a false alarm, sometimes all hell was breaking loose.  

On this call, on this day, as soon as I heard his voice—heard his anguish and heard his 

girlfriend in the background saying, “It’s OK, Jack, it’s not your fault”—I knew the worst had 

happened. Through his sobs Jack managed to get out a few difficult words: 

“Dad…dad…dad…mom’s dead!” 



 

Copyright 2022 Daniel J. Coate all rights reserved 183 

17. Sailing Home 

 

At the close of Chapter 15, our month-long lockdown in the British Virgin Islands was about to 

be lifted and I was preparing to sail home. 
 

Life is less about what we plan to do and more about how we react and respond to unforeseen 

events—be it a storm upon the ocean, the death of a loved one, or a global pandemic. While I 

had planned to island-hop home, with sealed borders in the Caribbean and The Bahamas my only 

course of action was to sail nonstop from the BVI to Florida, a distance of some 1,200 nautical 

miles. After looking at a couple options for routing, I decided that the best approach would be to 

start sailing west-northwest, staying just north of Puerto Rico, Hispaniola, and Cuba, and then 

turning northwards toward Florida. This option would keep me in the trade wind latitudes longer 

in the beginning of the passage and then make the best use of the northerly Gulf Stream to finish 

the passage. The drawback of this option was transiting the Old Bahama Channel, a relatively 

narrow artery of international water between Cuba and The Bahamas, that can be extremely busy 

with shipping traffic. If I chose this route, I’d have to remain vigilant for freighters in the 100 

nautical mile long channel. 

On my paper charts I mapped the latitudes and longitudes of eight waypoints that, when 

followed sequentially, would keep me in safe water along the route. I carefully marked them on 

my paper charts and then transposed the waypoint into my electronic GPS and chart plotter. 

Although the route wasn’t especially tricky, I would pass close to some islands and shallow 

banks and being off course by 10 miles could spell disaster. The redundancy of both paper routes 

and electronic charts was critical.  

 

To prevent the unauthorized entry of boats into the BVI during the pandemic and to limit 

the number of people at any given time in congested areas, the BVI government mandated that 

any boats wanting to reprovision and leave the country get government clearance prior to 

moving. I arranged to sail to Road Harbour on the island of Tortola on the morning of April 29, 

reprovision in Road Town for the day, spend the night in Road Town at anchor, and the next 

morning clear-out of the country with BVI customs and immigration, and start my passage home. 

Given Go & Lan’s more extensive provisioning required for the sail to the Azores and Brittany, 
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Gautier and Lancelot had arranged to sail to Road Harbor a day before me and would stay in 

Road Harbor for several days and then depart.  

Early on my departure morning, a harbor mate cast off Hazel’s stern lines that had kept 

her “med moored” to the shore. As the lines slipped into the still morning water and I hauled 

them aboard, I wondered where and when we’d next be moored to solid ground. I hoped it would 

be in my backyard in Florida. With Hazel’s stern free, I weighed anchor and motored into the 

middle of the harbor, hoisted Hazel’s sails, and bore off for Road Harbour. My harbor mates 

cheered me on with a chorus of conch blows. At Hazel’s wheel I turned and give them a big 

wave; I believe I was too far away for them to see the tears in my eyes. 

The 5-mile shakedown sail across the Sir Francis Drake Channel to Road Harbour was 

healthy for Hazel and me. While I had run her engine every week for 20 minutes to keep it in 

good working order, I hadn’t hoisted her sails in more than a month. It felt good to look up the 

mast and see them filled by the breeze. Although Hazel had enjoyed her time in Little Harbour, 

she was clearly happy to be moving. As we approached Road Harbour, I doused Hazel’s sails 

and we motored into the fuel dock. I had three goals for the day and one “extra credit” 

assignment. The goals were to fill my diesel tanks, fill my spare tank of cooking propane, and 

reprovision my fresh food. My extra credit assignment was to find Lancelot and Gautier and 

have one last dinner with them. As I was maneuvering into the fuel dock, I spotted Go & Lan 

anchored nearby and happily noted that there was room to anchor Hazel James next to her.  

After fueling, I positioned Hazel next to Go & Lan and set her anchor. It was a tight 

squeeze between boats in the congested Road Harbour, but the winds were expected to be steady 

that night. Go & Lan’s dinghy was gone so I assumed that Gautier and Lancelot were in town 

provisioning. As I surveyed the scene, a couple things occurred to me. First. when I had begun 

the voyage, although I had sailed Hazel a lot, I had anchored her only a handful of times. Several 

months prior, I would never have tried to nestle Hazel into so tight an anchoring spot. Now, it 

was old hat. Second, while Road Harbour and Little Harbour are both BVI harbors, that’s all 

they have in common. While I had spent the pandemic lockdown in the pristine Little Harbour 

on the uninhabited Peter Island, Road Harbour is surrounded by the populous Road Town. I was 

grateful I hadn’t ended up here for the lockdown. In Little Harbour I was anchored in 14 feet of 

crystal-clear water—the turtles and rays swimming along the bottom were plainly visible. In 

Road Harbour, anchored in the same depth, the water was like coffee and I couldn’t see bottom.  
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I spent the rest of the day kayaking to shore, filling up my empty propane tank, and 

shopping for groceries. When I got back to Hazel, Gautier and Lancelot were back aboard Go & 

Lan and we made dinner plans. Given all the dinners I had hosted for them on Hazel after they 

had run out of propane, they insisted that I join them for pizza. That evening the three of us 

talked about our routings for getting home and the challenges we anticipated on our respective 

passages. When the three of us were together in Little Harbour, I had told them about how Rhett 

and I had met. Over Gautier’s yeasted dough pizza in Go & Lan’s cozy saloon, they asked when 

I planned to see her after my arrival in the US. I said that we were planning a first date soon after 

I arrived and added that I hoped the reality of the date would come close to my anticipation of it! 

We said au revoirs late in the evening, and as I paddled the short distance to Hazel, they assured 

me they’d be up the next morning to give me a proper send-off. As I tidied Hazel before 

sleeping, I was happy to have achieved my three goals for the day—and my extra credit 

assignment. 

The next morning as I motored Hazel past Go & Lan, I received another chorus of conch 

blows. I slowed Hazel and scampered below decks to find my conch. In the cockpit I returned 

their bon voyage with a long conch blow of my own. Like the morning before, water came to my 

eyes, and I wondered when I’d see Road Town again and, more importantly, when—or if—I’d 

ever see Lancelot and Gautier again. After a short five-mile sail to West End, Tortola and a 

smooth clear-out process with BVI customs and immigration, I was off and sailing to the west-

northwest—beginning my passage, heading home. 

It was early afternoon and Hazel was sailing downwind in a fresh breeze under her two 

headsails wing on wing and her mainsail furled. For a long time, I watched the USVI islands of 

St. John and St. Thomas get smaller and smaller and then disappear off our port quarter.  

 

Given the many days of downwind sailing that I anticipated on the passage, I was hoping 

to make good use of Hazel’s cruising spinnaker but when we started sailing that first day, the 

winds were between 20 and 25 knots—a bit stronger than I wanted for the spinnaker, so I opted 

to sail under Hazel's two headsails. However, later in the afternoon there was a lull in the wind. I 

thought it would last and I was eager to “fly the chute” for the first time on the passage. While a 

spinnaker flying from a sailboat looks serene, getting it hoisted and all lines properly set can be a 

bit “exciting,” especially for a single-hander. If an ill-timed gust of wind happens during the 
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hoisting and setting process, things can get out of control in a hurry. That is exactly what 

happened as I tried to hoist and set the spinnaker, compounded by the fact that I had not flown 

the chute in several months and was a bit rusty.  

Hazel’s mast carries four halyards. Each halyard is a line that runs from the deck to a 

small wheel or pulley at the top of the mast and back down to the deck. On Hazel, one halyard is 

for the mainsail, two are for the headsails, and the spinnaker halyard rides at the front of the 

mast. While sailing it’s important to keep control of both ends of a halyard, lest an uncontrolled 

end disappear up the mast and be lost. However—like so many things in life—keeping control is 

often easier said than done. 

It took me about 20 minutes to rig the spinnaker, and as I did so I was a bit concerned 

that the lull in the wind had been temporary and the wind was strengthening again. With the 

chute rigged but not hoisted, I sat on the foredeck and considered my options. I could take the 

conservative approach and unrig the spinnaker and continue sailing under Hazel’s headsails, or I 

could “damn the torpedoes,” fly the chute, and trust that the wind would soon mitigate. After a 

few minutes I decided, Oh well, there’s no time like the present! and I hoisted away. However, 

an especially strong gust of wind hit the boat as the spinnaker was unfurling and while I probably 

could have handled that situation if the gust of wind were my only problem, as the spinnaker 

burst forth into the sky (accelerated by the gust of wind), a sickening twist tightly bound its 

midsection. Now, instead of it resembling a magnificent parachute, it looked like some 

overgrown, flapping cloth hourglass. In trying to corral and untwist the ungainly sail, for a split-

second I loosened my grip on the halyard.  

In an instant the halyard was gone from my hands and disappeared upwards. It felt like an 

eternity between when the coil of rope left my hand and raced up the 44 feet of mast, and then 

plopped into a tangled mess on the deck. I thought, Ouch! I lost my spinnaker halyard on the first 

day of a 1,200 nautical mile downwind passage. I have no choice but to make do without it.  

All the while, the wind continued to blow—even stronger by this point. At least we’d 

make fine progress under her headsails for now. However, when the wind dropped, our speed 

would be greatly reduced because of not having the spinnaker in our “arsenal.” The only way to 

fix the problem would be to climb the mast with one end of the spinnaker halyard and rethread it 

in the block (the pulley) at the top of the mast. While I’d climbed the mast many times while 

Hazel was at my dock in flat calm water and with others to assist, there was no way I was going 
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to go up the mast by myself in the middle of the ocean. I would have to get by with what I had 

for the remainder of the passage.  

 

The wind maintained its strength through our first night of sailing and by the next 

morning, the first day of May, we were about 25 nautical miles due north of San Juan, Puerto 

Rico. Off San Juan Harbor, we passed by several large freighters that were waiting for clearance 

to enter the harbor, and I was grateful to be navigating around them during daylight and not in 

the middle of the night.  

The fresh breeze continued through our second day of sailing and that night we passed 

north of the Mona Passage that separates Puerto Rico to the east and the Dominican Republic to 

the west. However, the next morning while north of Haiti, the wind died almost completely, and 

we were becalmed. While many modern sailors would fire up their engine and use it to make 

progress during the calm, I wanted to complete this passage entirely under sail. We sat there for 

hours, Hazel’s small headsails flapping uselessly in the nearly still air. If I had had the spinnaker, 

we wouldn’t be moving fast in these light airs, but at least we’d be moving. I looked at the flat 

ocean and looked up Hazel’s mast and began to think, Why not climb the mast?  

Although land was nowhere in sight and there were no ships on the horizon, the dead-

calm ocean didn’t look that different from the protected canal in my backyard—at least it didn’t 

look different to my single-handed sailor’s brain. However, it’s one thing to think courageous 

thoughts when standing on deck, it’s quite another to carry through with those thoughts and 

climb over 40 feet straight up an aluminum pole in the middle of the ocean. Hazel’s deck is 

about 4 feet off the water so doing the math, the laws of simple machines dictate that any 

movement at deck level is magnified roughly 10 times at the top of the mast. However, the 

thought consumed me. I had to try.  

Like my “no time like the present” decision days earlier to hoist the spinnaker (that had 

gotten me into trouble in the first place), if I were going to climb the mast, now was the best 

time. While Hazel’s mast is outfitted with climbing steps, I also use a bosun’s chair (like a 

climbing harness) that is designed to arrest my fall if I were to lose my grip on the steps or be 

knocked off the mast. I found the bosun’s chair below decks and strapped myself into it and 

mentally prepared myself for the climb. 
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When I was locked down in Little Harbour, I had started a list of items to refit on Hazel 

that summer when I was home. One thing on the list was to replace all the halyards on the boat. 

Even when sails are furled and a boat is moored, halyards take a beating in the tropics. The sun’s 

ultraviolet rays stiffen and eventually weaken the lines. As I was tying one end of the spinnaker 

halyard to my belt prior to the climb, I thought, Maybe I should replace the spinnaker halyard 

now that it is down? I have a spare halyard, and it would be easy enough to do. In the end, I 

decided against replacing it. It seemed unfair to my trusty friend, the halyard who had taken me 

this far on the voyage. I spoke aloud and lovingly to the faded and slightly frayed halyard, “Get 

us through this passage, buddy, and you will be retired to a place of honor.”  

With the bitter end of the sun-faded halyard secured to my belt and the rest of it coiled on 

the deck, I headed up the mast...10 feet, 15 feet, 20 feet straight up. With every step, I would 

slide the cam fitting at the top of the bosun’s chair further up the mainsail halyard so that if I fell 

it would come tight very quickly and—in theory—stop my fall. As expected, with every foot of 

progress upwards, the lever action of the mast amplified the rocking of the boat. Every thirty 

seconds or so a larger swell would roll underneath Hazel, and a moment later I’d feel the effects. 

I found that if I kept an eye on the surrounding water, I could predict when the rocking would be 

the most intense and when it would subside. While my first instinct was to get up the mast and 

back down as quickly as possible, I discovered that when the boat’s rocking was greatest, I was 

better off pausing my climb and hugging the mast for 15–20 seconds with my feet firmly on one 

set of climbing steps. Once the rocking subsided, I’d resume. As I made upward progress via my 

counterintuitive, slow and steady approach, it occurred to me that it was like lowering the yankee 

headsail during the squall while night sailing in The Bahamas earlier in the voyage—slow it 

down, take my time, be deliberate.  

While the climb wasn’t that hard, and 44 feet isn't that far, it was the implications of a 

fall—with absolutely no one to lend assistance—that gave me pause. I don’t know if it took me 

3, 5, or 10 minutes to make it to the top—but it felt like an eternity. Once at the top, I untied the 

halyard from my belt (making sure I had both hands on it at all times!), pushed the halyard 

through its block, and retied it to my belt in preparation for my descent. While I wasn’t yet back 

on deck, the hardest part of the work had been done. I descended as I had ascended—pausing 

several times to let larger swells pass. 
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When my feet gripped the deck, I was euphoric. I pumped my fists in the air and shouted 

to the sky that I had done it! Once the halyard was secured in place, I carefully stowed my 

bosun’s chair and thought, Well I’m not going to need this again during the passage! An hour 

later the wind started to pick up and I hoisted the spinnaker, this time flawlessly, and soon we 

were off to the west-northwest in the gentle breeze making good time under the chute. 

 

I found that Hazel’s magical dance in the fair winds and following seas created a magical 

trance. As we sailed to the west and downwind, the sun set off her bow, and 12 hours later rose 

off her stern. Each day, as the sun ascended to its apogee and continued westward, it would 

overtake Hazel and do it all over again. Sailing westward for several consecutive days gives a 

sailor a more intimate relationship with the earth’s rotation on its axis and its revolution around 

the sun. I had lost my sister, I had lost my wife, I had the excitement of coming home to family 

and friends and to a budding romance. Still, the earth was doing its spinning dance around the 

sun long before I was here and will continue long after I’m gone.  

With each sunrise on the passage home, I’d think long and hard about Colleen’s last day 

on this earth. Although nobody will ever know for certain, I believe that Colleen died of 

heatstroke shortly after sunrise. In my solitude I thought over and over about the dreaded call I 

received from Jack and dropping everything and heading for the airport in Los Angeles to get 

home. On my way to the airport, I called our friend Tony who had found Colleen dead at our 

house. When he arrived, it was midafternoon and he saw our car parked in the driveway and 

expected to find Colleen inside. After he searched inside and walked around our backyard and 

couldn’t find her, he concluded that Colleen was out and had either walked somewhere or a 

friend had picked her up. However, on his way out of the house, he glanced at the car and saw 

her slumped over its steering wheel with the windows up, doors locked, and engine not running. 

He instinctively broke a window to get to her as quickly as possible, but she was dead.  

While her body had no obvious external lethal injuries and the county medical examiner 

had issued a provisional death certificate with “Pending” as the cause of death, it would be a 

month and a half before we would get the final death certificate with the cause of death changed 

to “Undetermined.” After autopsy and toxicology studies, the medical examiner could not find a 

conclusive cause of death. The important thing to me is that suicide and overdose were ruled out, 
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and that she died sober—with no alcohol in her system—that final year of sobriety is a victory 

that she will have forever.  

The best I can figure is that Colleen’s head was in a bad place with the sudden halting of 

the lithium. I imagine she was not sleeping and was exhausted, and in the early morning of 

Wednesday had gone out to the car to go somewhere. Perhaps she fell asleep or perhaps she 

fainted in the car before sunrise on Wednesday. When the August sun of Florida shined directly 

into the car, she didn’t wake up and subsequently died of heatstroke. While a closed car could be 

habitable at night in Florida, a sunny day in August is an entirely different matter.  

As I sat in Hazel’s cockpit and recounted those final days and all that had preceded them, 

I was struck by my empathy and love for Colleen. While my mind had replayed those same 

events on my passage south from The Bahamas to the Virgin Islands, the accompanying 

emotions were totally different. Resentment no longer consumed me; the cutting edge of anger 

was mercifully dulled. Perhaps my recency bias was starting to fade, and I could start to 

accurately see the long arc of our relationship, and our love for each other. 

 

On the fourth night of the passage home, I saw a rainbow caused by the light of the 

moon. The bright gibbous moon had just risen off our stern, giving the odd effect of having light 

in the cockpit while Hazel’s bow was plunging into darkness. I was starting to feel the effects of 

isolation and fatigue, and for a long time stared ahead into the darkness, wondering what a 

silvery-gray arch was doing in the middle of the ocean and if I should be concerned by such an 

apparition. Finally, I figured it out. While I’d seen a halo around the moon many times, this was 

not a halo. A halo appears as a circle around the moon, a traditional rainbow appears as a partial 

circle opposite the sun. This was truly a rainbow—the moon was behind us in the east, and the 

rainbow was off our bow in the western sky. Unlike a rainbow, the “moonbow” didn’t have any 

colors that I could discern; instead, each band of the rainbow was a slightly different shade of 

gray—as if it were an Ansel Adams black-and-white photograph of a rainbow. It was both 

sublime and striking. I’d never seen one before and have never seen one since.  

On the fifth day of the passage, I passed within a couple miles of Great Inagua Island, the 

southernmost island of The Bahamas. As I enjoyed the sight of Great Inagua’s Matthew Town 

lighthouse off Hazel’s starboard beam, an idea hit me. I scurried below and switched on my 

phone’s cellular connection. After several minutes it registered a signal from Great Inagua, and I 
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dialed Rhett’s number. It was a Tuesday morning and she was at work. I heard the click of the 

international connection and then the sweet southern accent, “This is Rhett.” Casually I said, 

“Hey, how are you?” She knew I wasn’t expected in Florida waters for another four days and she 

was startled and asked quickly, “Are you OK?” “Yes, yes,” I said and explained where I was. 

We talked quickly because Hazel was putting Great Inagua astern of us and the cell signal was 

weakening. Too soon we said our goodbyes. It was amazing how a couple minutes of 

conversation lifted my heart. Even if I would have had more time on the phone with her, I 

wouldn’t have mentioned climbing the mast—some things are better left unsaid, or at least better 

unsaid until after the passage. Hazel and I sailed on. 

 

Midday a few days after climbing the mast to reset the spinnaker halyard, we were 

bubbling along under the power of the spinnaker. The 10–15 knot east-northeast winds were 

perfect for our starboard tack, broad reach homeward. The pressure of the wind on the spinnaker 

was heeling us comfortably to port and I was below decks tidying the galley. Hazel’s galley is to 

port and every so often as I was washing dishes, I’d bend down a bit and look up through the 

portlight above Hazel’s galley sink and check on the spinnaker.  

As it happens so often in life, moments after I had thought all was well, I heard a dull 

“pop!,” the mast vibrated and the entire boat shuddered. Hazel straightened up in the water and 

began to decelerate. In a flash, I knew exactly what had happened, what was going to happen 

next, and—more importantly—what could happen after that. It would later occur to me that this 

series of thoughts was congruent with the Serenity Prayer spoken aloud at every AA meeting: 

God, grant me the serenity to accept the things I cannot change,  

courage to change the things I can,  

and wisdom to know the difference.  

The things I couldn’t change were that the spinnaker halyard had broken and the spinnaker was 

going to fall into the water. However—if I acted quickly and decisively—what I could change is 

that I could prevent the spinnaker from sinking and fouling on Hazel’s keel and rudder. If that 

were to happen, I would be going swimming in the middle of the ocean to untangle the mess—I 

didn’t relish that prospect.  

I looked out the portlight at the surface of the sea and—sure enough—saw the deflated 

spinnaker fluttering lifelessly into the water. The old spinnaker halyard, the one to whom I had 
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promised a retirement with full honors at the end of the passage, couldn’t make it another 

nautical mile. It had tried its best but was a little too frayed, a little too degraded by the sun.  

I threw on my safety harness, rushed on deck, and instinctively clipped into the midship 

tether on the port side of the boat. It was imperative that I get the spinnaker out of the water as 

quickly as possible. Several minutes later I had the soaking wet sail on deck, safe and clear of the 

keel and rudder. I examined the halyard—now in two pieces. It had parted a couple feet from the 

head of the spinnaker where it turned through the block at the top of the mast. I looked up at the 

dangling spinnaker block. It looked lonely without its lifelong friend and partner—the halyard.  

When I had lost the halyard up the mast on day-one of the passage, my first thought was, 

There’s no way I’m going up there by myself. It took me a couple days to get comfortable with 

the idea. However, this time was different. I had the confidence I could climb the mast in the 

open sea. As I sat there on deck, my first thought was, OK, this is not good but it is what it is. 

I’ve got to get up there and rig a replacement halyard as soon as it’s safe to do so—I’d done it 

before and I can do it again. Fortunately, the halyard broke while the wind was starting to drop, 

which gave me an immediate opportunity. I hoisted Hazel’s staysail to act as a stabilizer and 

keep her moving, went below decks, and rummaged through the rope locker and found the spare 

halyard. I also dug out my bosun’s chair and chuckled about what I had told myself when I last 

stowed it (Well, I won’t need this again on the passage!). Before I started up the mast for the 

second time, I took a quiet minute to double-check my knots and preparations, and remind 

myself that although I had confidence I could climb the mast on the open ocean, I needed to 

make sure that my confidence didn’t breed complacency or hubris. The inherent danger of the 

climb hadn’t diminished—I still needed to take all precautions and ascend and descend as 

deliberately as I had the first time.  

The climb up the mast, the rigging of the new halyard, and the descent were uneventful, 

and soon we had the chute flying again.  

 

As we approached the north coast of Cuba and the Old Bahama Channel on the seventh 

day of our passage, the wind strengthened to 20–25 knots, and I doused the spinnaker and 

continued under Hazel’s headsails. I was most nervous about this part of the passage. The narrow 

and busy Old Bahama Channel lies between Cuba and The Bahamas and is thus international 

waters. While the channel is about 15 nautical miles wide and the big freighters and tankers stick 
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to prescribed eastbound and westbound lanes that—together—are about 5 nautical miles wide, 

the channel is 100 nautical miles long. While there’s plenty of room to maneuver, I’d be sailing 

in the channel for most of a 24-hour day. If I had a crew on the boat, we could share the watch. 

However, being just Hazel and me, I’d have to sleep whenever I could while we were in the 

channel and stay especially vigilant.  

My plan was to hug the north edge of the channel, away from the shipping lanes and well 

away from Cuban waters. After all my trepidation, I found that once I entered the Old Bahama 

Channel, I had plenty of sea room, and although I saw a lot of freighters, I had no close 

encounters. I also suspect in the early days of the pandemic, there was less shipping traffic on the 

ocean. Even though transiting the Old Bahama Channel was easier than anticipated, I breathed a 

sigh of relief as we put the channel astern of us.  

As we arrived at the waypoint marking the western boundary of the Old Bahama Channel 

(our exit from the channel), I set our GPS for the next waypoint and altered Hazel’s course 45 

degrees to starboard, from west-northwest to north-northwest. We were starting our arc to the 

north, and soon we entered the Straits of Florida that lies between South Florida and The 

Bahamas. Although entering the Gulf Stream would have been imperceptible to the uninitiated, I 

noticed the subtle changes in water color and noticed our increased speed from the stream’s 

northward flow. I did some calculations and estimated that we’d reach our hailing port of 

Hillsboro Inlet the afternoon of Sunday, May 10—Mother’s Day—making for a passage of 10 

days.  

In those last few days of the passage, I thought about Mother’s Day breakfasts in bed 

with Colleen and the kids and then insisting that Colleen go to a matinee movie by herself (one 

of her favorite things to do). Since Colleen’s death the past August, holidays and birthdays had 

been a grim parade of firsts. The first Labor Day and my birthday without Colleen, the first 

Halloween without Colleen, the first Thanksgiving without Colleen. Thanksgiving was 

especially difficult since, in 2019, the holiday fell on November 28—Colleen’s birthday. Hazel 

and I would arrive home on the first Mother’s Day without Colleen. 

 

On Saturday afternoon, 24 hours prior to the ETA I had projected, I realized that my 

projection had been far too conservative. While I’d still arrive on Sunday, it would be much 

earlier in the day. The wind had strengthened and—more consequentially—its direction had 
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shifted favorably. In addition, we had sailed into the strongest current at the center of the Gulf 

Stream. This combination of wind and current sent us screaming to the north. At one point 

Saturday evening our GPS registered a speed over ground (SOG) over 11 knots—a fantastic 

velocity for a heavy-displacement, 31-foot cruising sailboat. It was a combination of 7 knots of 

sailing speed and 4 knots of current.  

Early evening, when I was 15 nautical miles south of Miami, I looked to the west and 

toward Biscayne Bay and thought about my first night of this voyage at anchor in Biscayne Bay, 

almost 120 days ago. Since then, I had sailed 2,500 nautical miles and voyaged further 

emotionally and spiritually. The wind continued into Sunday morning, and the Gulf Stream 

pressed us northward faster and faster. I started hearing VHF radio traffic from the Port of 

Miami, and the GPS’s recalculating ETA steadily clicked backwards and now sat at 4:00 a.m. on 

Mother’s Day.  

As we passed the Port of Miami and South Beach, I began to see the yellow industrial 

lights from the Port Everglades shipping terminal just south of Ft. Lauderdale. Soon after, I got 

my first glimpse of the flashing light of the Hillsboro Inlet Lighthouse. The lighthouse has a 28-

nautical mile range and flashes at a period of 20 seconds. Although I was confident what I was 

seeing was the Hillsboro Inlet Lighthouse, I timed its flash period and, indeed, it was 20 seconds. 

At night, pre-GPS mariners relied on the timing of flash periods to identify lighthouses, and it 

was fun for me to count the period, pretend I didn’t have modern electronics, and sail in their 

shoes. 

About 3:45 a.m. I spotted the smaller flashing white light of Hillsboro Inlet’s safe water 

mark (aka “sea buoy”). The sea buoy marks the beginning of the inlet channel for inbound traffic 

and end of the channel for outbound traffic. I flipped a few switches and opened a few valves in 

preparation for starting Hazel’s diesel engine and crossed my fingers as I pressed the starter 

button. Like Hazel, the engine is 30 years old and the last time it had been run was 10 days 

earlier when departing BVI customs and immigration. Without hesitation the engine rumbled to 

life and I swung Hazel into the wind, shifted the engine’s transmission into forward, and gave 

her enough throttle to maintain her heading into the wind. Once satisfied with our heading 

relative to the wind, I engaged her autohelm to keep her headed in that direction. I clipped 

myself into her tether system and made my way forward to furl her sails.  
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With sails down and secured, and me back in the cockpit, I disengaged her autohelm, 

gave her a bit more throttle, and turned toward the inlet. While I wouldn’t enter a small inlet like 

Hillsboro Inlet at night if I didn’t know it well, this was our hailing port and I’d transited it many 

times. The inlet is protected by rock jetties on both its north and south side, and half a dozen 

steel pilings are driven into the seafloor to mark the boundaries of the channel. The channel 

markers and lights affixed to the pilings follow the “red, right, returning” rule. Therefore—since 

I was “returning” into the inlet—I kept the pilings with flashing red lights and their even 

numbers to starboard and the “odd greens” to port. At 4:30 a.m. the inlet was empty of other 

boats, and as we glided from the ocean swell into the calm of the protected inlet, we were 

surrounded by flashing red and green lights.  

Inside the inlet, as the light from the lighthouse—now a hundred yards away—swept past 

us I realized that the inlet’s bar was our last obstacle of the passage. A few miles of motoring and 

two drawbridges separated Hazel and me from home, a home I had not seen since January 18.  

I hailed the bridgetender on my VHF radio:  

Hillsboro Inlet Bridge, Hillsboro Inlet Bridge, Hillsboro Inlet 

Bridge—this is inbound sailing vessel Hazel James requesting your 

next opening.  

The bridgetender responded that he would lift the span in five minutes. It was a short but 

emotional wait. Except for the passage to sail Hazel James south from Brunswick, Georgia soon 

after I had acquired her, and one overnight trip to Biscayne Bay in late 2018, all my other 

entrances into the inlet on Hazel had been after daysails. This entrance into the inlet inspired a 

totally different emotional experience—after all, I had been gone for 120 days. So much was 

different; and yet, so much was the same. On that first passage with Hazel and Jack, it took us 

three and a half days to sail from Brunswick—which felt like an eternity at the time.  

As I waited for the bridge to open, I did the math of months and years between that 

passage and today; it was a mere two and a half years ago. Juxtaposing against the 13.8 billion-

year history of the universe, or the 4.5 billion-year history of the earth, or the 3.8 billion years 

that there has been life on earth, or the 200,000 years that there have been humans on earth—two 

and a half years is nothing. The same could be said for the 2,500 nautical miles I had sailed. 

While I had bathed in starlight most every night of the voyage, what I was seeing was not the star 

itself but the light from the star. Light that had been traveling at 186,000 miles per second for as 
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much as five billion years. Against those unfathomable distances, 2,500 nautical miles is 

nothing. It was all so dizzying and disorienting. 

My ethereal musings were interrupted by the bridgetender’s crackling announcement: 

Caution, caution, caution—Hillsboro Inlet Bridge is preparing to 

open. Requesting vessel please stay outside the fenders until the 

bridge is fully open. 

I shifted Hazel’s diesel engine into forward and proceeded under the raised span and headed 

south in the Intracoastal Waterway.  

One nautical mile and 10 minutes later I requested an opening of the Northeast 14th Street 

Causeway Bridge in Pompano Beach—the final bridge in my journey. My eyes watered with 

happy tears as I looked at the “same old, same old” houses, boats, boat yards, marinas, 

condominiums, and apartments on “my” section of the Intracoastal. 

Granted, a few older houses had been knocked down to make way for new and larger 

homes, and there were some boats I didn’t recognize—but so much appeared to be just as I had 

left it in January. However, I lamented that appearances can be deceiving; I had embarked from 

this place in the “before time,” before the pandemic had left its indelible mark on the world. 

Further, I thought about the “me” of January—four-months previous—and how easy it would 

have been to surrender to grief and depression and lose my resolve to depart; I knew I would not 

be the person I am today. I also wondered if Rhett and I would have connected at a personal level 

had I not voyaged. Although we knew each other before I had departed, I had little doubt it was 

the voyage that had sparked the fire. 

In the final stretch of Intracoastal, I thought about the wisdom of my decision and—more 

broadly—about free will. When Colleen was at her lowest in her struggle with addiction, I was 

astounded at how bad her decision making was. At the time I couldn’t fathom it. She knew the 

inevitable outcome of her choices. That thinking reminded me of a discussion I had had with 

Rhett a couple weeks earlier when I was in the BVI. Rhett told me about her lowest of lows 

during her addiction, and how at that time she was no longer making her own decisions—the 

addiction was making decisions for her. That conversation gave me so much insight into 

Colleen’s terrible situation.  

As the houses and condominiums on the Intracoastal slipped by us and I prepared to 

make the starboard turn into our canal, I shook my head at the unfairness of it all.  
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About 5:00 in the morning I passed our dock, spun Hazel around so she’d be in her 

normal bow-to-the-east mooring position, and brought her into the dock and secured her fore and 

aft. As I stood on Hazel’s side deck, I stared at my dock for a long time. It had been 120 days 

since I had stepped off that dock and had begun my voyage of healing.  

In one magical and deliberate movement, I stepped off Hazel and onto the dock. I kept 

my hand on a dock piling to steady myself while my land legs returned. I was officially home. 

 

When I had called Rhett during the passage, I let her know that with any luck I’d arrive 

home on Mother’s Day or soon after. With her characteristic thoughtfulness she had said that if I 

happened to arrive on Mother’s Day, she would rather see me on Monday so I would have the 

day to myself and with family given it was my first Mother’s Day without Colleen. When she 

had told me this, I was a little disappointed as I was looking forward to seeing her as soon as I 

could. However, as I stood on my dock in the growing daylight with Hazel peacefully floating 

next to me, the adrenaline that had powered me through my last night of sailing evaporated and 

waves of fatigue and hunger consumed me. I also I realized just how grubby both Hazel and I 

were after 10 days of nonstop sailing. Bottom line, Rhett was right, and I realized how much I 

needed this day to myself to both reflect on Colleen and Mother’s Day, and to get myself and my 

sailing partner cleaned up. After a couple steps toward the house, I turned around and snapped a 

picture of HJ at the dock with my phone, and I texted it to Rhett with the caption, “Home!” After 

I pressed the “send” button, I realized what I had just done. By sharing that image of Hazel 

resting at her moorings with that one-word caption, I had simultaneously finished one voyage 

and opened the possibility of future voyages—voyages with companionship and intimacy.  

The rest of that day was blissful—I washed Hazel and took a long, hot shower and 

several naps. On Sunday night, after nine nights of sleeping in 20 to 30-minute catnaps, I didn’t 

sleep well. My body was still accustomed to constant movement and cycles of catnaps. In my 

own bed at home, no sooner would I start to sleep soundly than I would sit up in bed and look for 

my glowing GPS screen to inform me of our coordinates and heading. 

 

Late the next morning, after a hearty breakfast I got ready for the half-hour drive to 

Rhett’s house in Delray Beach, a few towns north of my home in Pompano Beach. We had 

agreed that I’d pick her up for lunch. As I showered, I had an odd thought: What in the world 
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should I wear? It had been 32 years since I’d been on a date. That thought triggered another 

conversation in my brain: Well—I think this is a date, and I think that she thinks it’s a date too, 

but what if she doesn’t? What if she’s just envisioning a lunch between friends? As I stepped out 

of the shower and dried off, I thought that I shouldn’t think so much but then realized that that 

idea in itself was a thought. 

 

While the fastest route to Rhett’s house would be Interstate 95, the six-lane highway that 

stretches from Miami to Maine, I chose the picturesque, oceanside two-lane A1A. Just north of 

Pompano Beach A1A crosses over Hillsboro Inlet via the Hillsboro Inlet Bridge, the same bridge 

that Hazel and I had motored under 30 hours ago. Fortunately, there were no cars behind me so I 

slowed down as I climbed the bridge span. I stopped at the crest and looked at the Intracoastal to 

the left, and the inlet, lighthouse, and Atlantic Ocean to the right. As I continued northward to 

Delray Beach, both my northern latitude and my nervousness increased. On the final side streets 

before Rhett’s house, as I slowed down to allow a few extra minutes to steel my nerves, I had to 

laugh at myself and those old high school feelings. Plenty anxious, I pulled into her driveway 

and cut the ignition, but I kept my sweaty hands on the wheel and took a couple of deep 

breaths. The gate to her front yard was open, and I let myself in, walked to the door, and 

knocked. After a protracted eternity—five or six seconds perhaps—Rhett answered the door. 

Although we had shared so much about our lives via email and phone calls, this was only our 

fifth time meeting. The last time was in December of 2019 under vastly different personal, 

emotional, and global conditions.  

 

In the doorway Rhett was even more beautiful than I had remembered; more beautiful 

than I had imagined—memory and imagination tend to blur after months at sea. As she smiled 

radiantly, I thought about what was inside the outside. From our many emails and phone calls, I 

had learned about the challenges she had faced in her life and the strength, beauty, and resolve of 

her being.  

As if on cue, on the right side of Rhett’s face a lock of hair fell over her cheek. It was 

straight from my seagoing fantasy and—just as I had done in my fantasy—I gently pushed the 

hair behind her ear. We held hands and smiled. There was no talking, just a mutual 

contemplation of what could be. Then, the intimacy of the moment triggered a vivid flashback of 
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Colleen in front of me. Rhett noticed the pain and sadness that suddenly swept across my face, 

just as a lighthouse’s light sweeps across the water. Although the image faded and I returned to 

the moment, I knew that Rhett knew the thoughts that had passed through my mind. For a 

moment, one solitary cloud had obscured the sun in an otherwise brilliant blue sky, a reminder to 

savor this moment of perfection.  

For hours we had talked on the phone, separated by a thousand miles of ocean. Now, 

magically, we were holding hands and our bodies were separated by mere inches. I told her of a 

thought that I had developed on my homeward passage: If the stars aligned and our relationship 

blossomed, it would be a tale of such epic proportions that a constellation in the night sky would 

be named after us. She smiled and blushed as I cupped her cheeks in my hands. My wrists were 

below her chin, and my fingertips were near the corners of her eyes.  

When I had embarked on my voyage, I had carefully plotted the course of my sailing—of 

Hazel’s heeling. My plan was to voyage to distant lands and then return home to where I had 

started. I had done that. Conversely, 120 days ago I had no idea of what direction my emotional 

voyage of healing would take. All I knew is that—unlike my physical voyage—I couldn’t return 

to my emotional home. That place was gone. I had no choice but to venture forth and explore my 

innermost feelings, and be open to discovering a new home. As I looked at Rhett’s face in the 

palms of my hands, I was in awe that my physical self could be “home” while my emotional 

self—my soul—was exploring an enchanting foreign land that was destined to become a new 

home. The wonder I felt was intensified by the excitement of future voyages—in which 

togetherness would replace isolation.  

 

Rhett and I drew together, closed our eyes, and kissed. 
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Afterword 

 

On the first anniversary of my wife Colleen’s death, I found myself simultaneously immersed in 

writing this book and the COVID-19 pandemic. Although I should have anticipated it, the weeks 

before her death-anniversary were brutal. My therapist had warned me that birthdays, 

anniversaries, and holidays would be difficult and I should prepare myself. However, I took my 

therapist’s words too literally and underestimated the power of the preceding weeks. Everything 

about the summertime reminded me of her and the last times we did things together. In addition, 

I was in a dark night of the soul with this manuscript: Where was it going? Why was I writing it? 

Would anyone care? The seclusion and isolation of the pandemic accentuated every doubt I was 

feeling. 

Then, several weeks after her death-anniversary, I was listening to a radio interview with 

a rabbi about the meaning of high holidays during the pandemic. About his pandemic Rosh 

Hashanah sermon, the rabbi responded that the most valuable lesson he learned in rabbinical 

school was to “give the sermon that you need to hear.” That epiphany provided me a north star to 

navigate the remaining course of Heeling is Healing.  

Soon after, I was listening to another interview—this time it was an actor who was 

showcasing his memoir about his reluctant path to fatherhood. As he exposed dark fears about 

not connecting with his child, he said, “It’s when you write that you understand how you feel.” 

Hearing that was another shining navigational star for me. Although I have always been drawn to 

writing, I had never known why.  

Before 2016, I had toyed on-and-off with journaling—more “off” than “on.” Then in 

2016, I began journaling in earnest in an attempt to make sense of my life. I have since filled five 

composition books with past and present-day feelings, and meditations on the future. As I 

prepared to write this book, I read all my journals chronologically—an arduous process I 

wouldn’t wish on anyone. As I processed the disorganized thoughts, I was reminded of a 

quotation attributed to Michelangelo: “Every block of stone has a statue inside of it and it is the 

task of the sculptor to discover it.” The story was there. I had my marble block. The challenge 

was to chisel away everything else. 
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In these pages, I hope I have been fair to Colleen and respectful to everyone. If you 

perceive that I have not achieved this goal, please know that the breakdown is in my telling of 

the story and not in my heart-of-hearts. I loved Colleen and I love Colleen. However, we had a 

complex relationship, and many things said and done are difficult to forget. Still, when she died, 

we had been married for 29 years. We were doing our best to make it work and succeeding in 

many ways—there’s a lot to be said for that. 

Over the past several years, I have been increasingly open about the chaos that addiction 

and mental illness have caused in my life. In doing so, I was amazed how many people 

responded with a parallel story about their family and loved ones. In that spirit, I offer this story 

in honor of Colleen and her love of doing things for others. I hope Colleen’s heroic efforts 

toward sobriety and health, and our family’s efforts to support her can be a help to others in their 

voyages.  

 

Fair winds and following seas. 

 

Dan Coate 

Pompano Beach, Florida, October 2020 
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