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Hilaire Belloc wrote, There is nothing worth the wear of winning, but laughter and the love of friends. Without laughter and the love of friends, none of the journeys contained within this book would have been possible. After spending a summer in Kenya, I asked a Masai friend why he wore so many beads. He replied, Each bead represents a friend. It was not long after this that I adopted the habit of wearing pearls. Not only do they represent friends, but they also represent the dreams that are shared by friends. Dreams are like the grains of sand that work their way into oysters. At first they irritate. Then they aggravate. If one takes up the challenge of the dream, if one works at it and works at it, the grains of sand may be transformed into pearls. The boat that carried me across the Atlantic is named the American Pearl. I dedicate this book to all the friends, all the pearls, who helped me to transform possibility into fact.
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PART I

THE JOURNEY OUT


Let Us Have Faith

Security is mostly a superstition.

It does not exist in nature,

nor do the children of men as a whole experience it.

Avoiding danger is no safer in the long run than outright exposure.

Life is either a daring adventure, or nothing.

To keep our faces toward change and

behave like free spirits

in the presence of fate is strength undefeatable.

Helen Keller































CHAPTER 1

The Quest Begins



June 14, 1998
 latitude north 35:52, longitude west 75:34
 the Outer Banks of North Carolina

IN THE END, I KNOW I ROWED ACROSS THE ATLANTIC to find my heart, but in the beginning, I wasnt aware that it was missing. In January 1998, I asked my uncle, If I write a book about my explorations, should I write it as a comedy, a history, a tragedy, or a romance? With a twinkle in his eye, he said, A romanceit must be a romance. He explained that I was too young to write my life as a history: Who wants to read the history of half a life? Tragedy, he explained, was boring. Anyone over the age of thirty can write his or her life as a tear-soaked muddle. There is no challenge in that, my uncle counseled. Comedies are fine, but the greatest stories in life are about romance.

I didnt doubt that my uncle spoke the truth, but there was a problem. I had no experience with romance. None. I was thirty-five. Tragedy, I could write. Comedy, I could write. Even history, I could write. Romance was out of my depth. If I had charted a map of my life, I would have placed romance on the far side of an unexplored ocean, where ships would drop off the edge of the world and the legend at that edge of the map would read, Here there be sea monsters.

I considered myself a thoroughly modern woman. As a graduate of Smith College, I embraced the notion that our culture had evolved to the point where a woman might openly take on the role of an Odysseus. Like the epic hero in Homers Odyssey, women could be clever. We could set out on epic quests of our own choosing. Like men, we could be independent and internally motivated. Women could be tested and not found wanting in trials of courage, resourcefulness, endurance, strength, and even solitude. What I did not know was that exploring these vaguely masculine qualities would not be enough for me. I am, after all, a woman. It was not until my boat dropped off the edge of the world, into the realm of sea monsters, that I began to understand some of what I had been missing.



LETS FACE IT: NORMAL, well-adjusted women dont row alone across oceans. According to the records of the Ocean Rowing Society, in London, England, no woman had ever rowed solo across an ocean, but I didnt let this worry me. About midday on Sunday, June 14, 1998, I drove my old gray pickup truck towing a rowboat to the Oregon Inlet Fishing Center, a few miles south of the sleepy beach town of Nags Head, North Carolina.

Id already made the obligatory stop at the Coast Guard station. The officer in charge had done his best to talk me out of making the trip. More men had walked on the moon than had successfully rowed alone across the North Atlantic. Nonetheless, I stood squarely behind a very simple legal precedent: men had been allowed to leave the coast of the United States in rowboats bound for Europe. They couldnt very well stop me just because I was a woman. Once my boat passed the Coast Guard inspection, I was free to go.

I backed my twenty-three-foot rowboat down a ramp and launched the American Pearl. The boat was six feet wide at its widest point. The tallest part of the rear cabin sat four feet above the water-line. In the center of the vessel was a rowing deck about the size of the cargo bed in my Ford F-150. The rowing deck was open to the sky, but there was a watertight cabin at the back of the boat. I would enter the cabin through a waterproof Plexiglas hatchway that was nineteen inches square. This window-sized door between the cabin and the rowing deck was the main hatch.

To call the stern compartment a cabin exaggerates the space. The watertight sleeping area was slightly larger than a double-wide coffin. I couldnt sit erect without hitting my head on the ceiling, but I could lie down with a few inches to spare. In the floor that served as my bed there were eight small hatches. These opened into little storage compartments that contained my electrical equipment, tools, clothing, and other gear. Between the cabin and the rowing deck was a cockpit that was two feet wide and sixteen inches deep. This little footwell would serve as a kitchen, bathroom, navigational center, and weather station. There were two small benches on either side of the cockpit. One bench housed the desalination system that would turn salt water into drinking water. In the other, I stored my stove and cooking gear when they were not in use. Like my rowing station, the cockpit was uncovered and open to the weather.

I knew every inch of the boat, which Id built with the help of friends in the bay of an old warehouse in Louisville, Kentucky. Wed conjured the vessel out of twenty-three sheets of marine plywood following a British design by Philip Morrison. The rowing deck was twelve inches above the surface of the water, and the tops of the gunwales, or sides of the boat, were two and a half feet above the waterline. If the boat hadnt been small enough to ride up and down on ocean swells like a cork, any wave bigger than two and a half feet would have washed over the sides. Water that washed in over the gunwales ran out through four scuppers, or drain holes, at the level of the rowing deck.

The boat was designed like an old egg crate. Nine mahogany ribs ran from side to side. Eight of the ribs were divided by bow-to-stern stringers, one on each side of the centerline. These ribs and stringers separated the inner hull into a checkerboard of watertight compartments. We glued the sections with epoxy, reinforced the seams with fiberglass, and filled the voids with urethane foam. On the salary of a city employee, I couldnt afford to build a lighter, sleeker craft out of carbon fiber or Kevlar.

Of the eleven compartments under the rowing deck, seven stored food, two housed my sea anchors, and two larger compartments in the center of the boat next to the keel held my ballast tanks. For ballast, I would use seawater. Each of the two ballast tanks held just over twenty-five gallons. In rough weather, I would fill the tanks, placing four hundred pounds of water weight next to the keel at the bottom of the boat. This weight would lower the vertical center of gravity, making it more difficult for the boat to flip upside down. If the boat did flip, this ballast would help it to self-right. No one had ever rowed across the North Atlantic without capsizing.

The American Pearl was laden with gear and food for a hundred days. My sponsor, Sector Sport Watches, had chartered the motor launch Sinbad for members of the press, and they had hired a fishing vessel named Handful to tow the American Pearl to the center span under the Bonner Bridge, which connects Hatteras Island with the mainland. About a dozen friends had traveled from my hometown of Louisville, Kentuckyhome of all great ocean rowersto see me off. A few of them were with me aboard the Handful, but most were relegated to watching from the press boat.

I wished that Grard could have been there. Grard dAboville was the only person in my circle of friends who could truly appreciate the labyrinth I was about to enter. This world-renowned Frenchman had not only rowed solo across the North Atlantic but also rowed alone west to east across the Pacific. Grard had traveled to North Carolina to assist me with final preparations.

Standing next to my six-foot frame, Grard had seemed almost diminutive. He was no burly Hercules, but rather a small man with refined features. His manner was easy and unassuming, but at the same time entirely elegant. To apply a phrase I learned at Smith College, I lusted after his mind. Grard had definite opinions about the technical elements of my journey. When he saw the American Pearl for the first time, Grard had exclaimed, It is a barge!

As Grard and I discussed knots, hardware, the rudder, and cables, he made suggestions to improve the margins of my safety. He was very concerned about the strength of my parachute-shaped sea anchors, and he spent the better part of two days making improvements to them. When the wind was against me, I would deploy the sea anchors at the back of the boat, and like the parachutes that slow race cars or the space shuttle, the sea anchors would slow the drift of the American Pearl.

The anchors would help to keep the boat perpendicular to the oncoming waves, making the boat less likely to capsize. I had three different sizes to use in varying conditions. In adverse winds, but relatively calm seas, I would deploy my biggest sea anchor. This anchor would firmly hold the boat. In rough water, the boat must be able to move with the waves or the sea anchor will either tear apart or break the fitting to which it is attached. So, my storm anchor was my smallest of the three. When conditions made it difficult to decide between the largest parachute or the smallest, I went with the one that was medium size. After all his work, Grard wasnt satisfied. Doubt tinged his voice when he told me, I hope they will do the job.

We discussed the dangers of capsizing. Grard explained, You think you will become used to it, but you never do. When the boat is upside down, every time is as frightening as the first time. He told me that hed been on deck during one of his capsizes on the Pacific. Hed lost his temper and gone outside during a storm. With classic understatement he said, This is not good, but the pain of the memory was written on his face. I waited, hoping that Grard would tell me more, but he stopped himself. It was as if he didnt want to encumber my experience with too much foreshadowing. I told myself, Ill not be going on deck during any storms, but when Grard suggested I lengthen my safety tether so I could get out from under the boat in a capsize, I doubled its length.

Grard was a member of the European Parliament, and duty called him home just before my departure. Saying goodbye had been difficult. We didnt exchange many words, but Grards eyes were eloquent. I imagined he envied me a little, but there was something else, a sense of sorrow. The lessons of the ocean can be difficult. I think Grard understood that I was the kind of person who is inclined to go the hard way, and I think he recognized just how much it was going to hurt. As an athlete, I understood physical pain. Rowing twelve hours a day, day after day, for months would not be easy. What Grard could not tell me was that crossing an ocean of solitude would tax more then muscle and joint.

Standing on the deck of the Handful and looking down on the American Pearl, I was proud of my little red, white, and blue rowboat. The American Pearl might have been a homemade barge, but she was my homemade barge. The tide chart indicated that the high tide would crest at 1:00 P.M. After we reached the bridge, the captain of the Handful explained that the tide at the bridge wouldnt turn for another hour. Not wishing to row a 2,800-pound boat against an incoming tide, I turned to my friend Molly Bingham and asked her to wake me up after the tide shifted. Then I stretched out on the deck of the Handful and took a nap. A little after 2:00 P.M., Molly woke me.

I rose and began the task of hugging friends goodbye. Noreen Powers and Scott Shoup had been invaluable captains in the team of people who helped me to build the American Pearl. Bob Hurley, the other chief builder, hadnt been able to make the trip from Kentucky to the coast. I asked Noreen and Scott to tell Bob goodbye for me. Noreen and another friend, Louise Graff, wished me well. Scott pulled the American Pearl alongside and held her steady. Then I climbed over the rail of the Handful and took my place aboard my little barge. Scott tossed me the bowline and gave the American Pearl a gentle pat on her nose.

At precisely 2:18 P.M., I dropped my oar blades into the salt water and pulled three colossal strokes. The boat didnt move. I wondered if some joker had anchored the American Pearl to the bridge while Id been napping. The boat with the photographers snapping pictures and shooting video hovered less than twenty yards away. This is not good. I was already self-conscious. My sponsor had uniformed me in a blue polo shirt and lime green shorts. The ill-fitting shorts accentuated the extra fifteen pounds Id deliberately packed on before the trip. I felt ungainly.

Id better get this barge moving. The sliding seat allowed me to use my legs. These werent dainty limbs. Id been training for this trip for almost three years, logging endless hours rowing my single scull up and down the Ohio River. I could pull twice my body weight on the seated row. I did sit-ups holding a 45-pound plate, and I could leg-press more than 650 pounds. Even the football players in the weight room had stopped trying to hassle me. I slid my seat as far forward as possible, placed my oars in the water, and shoved with all the force my legs could muster. The boat began to inch toward France. After a few more strokes, the boat picked up speed, but I wasnt exactly flying. At four-and-a-half miles per hour, I would cross the 3,600 miles of the Atlantic Ocean at a walking pace.

It took me a full twenty minutes to row the first mile to the sea buoy that marked the separation between Oregon Inlet and the Atlantic Ocean. Boats in the flotilla that accompanied me began to turn around long before I reached open ocean. As I was about to pass the sea buoy, the last two vessels navigated around me in slow circles. The friends aboard the press boat said their goodbyes, and they headed back toward the bridge.

The Handful was the last vessel to leave. The crew aboard the Handful had supervised my sea trials, and they were reluctant to bid me farewell. Finally, even the Handful showed me her stern. Because rowers row facing the direction of where they have been, rather than the direction they are going, I could watch Handful getting smaller and smaller as it motored toward safe harbor. I rowed for another half an hour before I stopped to change out of the blue polo shirt covered with Sector Sport Watches logos and into a white shirt that would reflect the heat of the June sun.

When I returned to rowing, I noticed a sport fishing boat alter course and head out toward me. A few minutes later, the boat came alongside. Two middle-aged men sat with beers in hand; one asked, Are you the woman whos trying to row across the Atlantic?

Yes, I answered, pulling hard, trying to place some distance between our vessels.

We just came over to tell you that youre completely nuts.

As they zoomed off, leaving me in a cloud of engine exhaust, I considered the merits of their claim. That morning, a radio interviewer had thrust a microphone into my face and peppered me with one obnoxious question after another. He opened with Why?

This is one of my least favorite questions. If someone approves of what you do, he will not ask you why you do it; no one says, Doctor, why do you want to cure cancer? With the question why comes a subtle accusation that one is doing something wrong. Why is not a simple question, and I couldnt produce a simple answer, only simple evasions. The best evasion ever uttered came from George Leigh Mallory when he was asked, Why do you want to climb Everest? He answered, Because its there.

Beginning my evasions, I responded to the interviewer with questions of my own: Why does an acorn strive to become an oak? Why does a caterpillar lock itself into a cocoon before it becomes a butterfly?

Either missing the point or choosing to ignore it, my inquisitor followed with a different question: Why row a boat across the Atlantic when you can sail?

Why sail when you can fly? was my return.

My inquisitor talked about the deprivation and the pain that I was letting myself in for. Why do it?

It was easy to see that this man prided himself on his intelligence. Sharing this fault, I looked him in the eye and answered, The pathway to enlightenment is through the room with a thousand demons. A look of surprise skidded across the interviewers face. His eyes widened, and for an instant he seemed to understand that my journey was not about rowing a boat from point A to point B. My goals were as intellectual as they were physical, and for one precious moment that interviewer seemed to understand.

Through solitude and exposure to uncertainty, I believed I would confront my demons. Beyond this confrontation, I expected to find a doorway to some higher intellectual awareness. Had I known the true nature of the demons I would duel, I never would have had the audacity to go looking for them. It was my first day; I was still blissful in my ignorance.

As the sun began to set, I watched seagulls and terns head back toward shore. A band of red splashed up from the western horizon, and streaks of orange, yellow, and purple striped the sky above. As the sunset faded, the light from the 156-foot tower of the Bodie Island Lighthouse served as the last reminder of civilization. I wanted to row until the curve of the ocean rose to extinguish this light, but I lost my duel with the lighthouse for the unglamorous reason that I was hungry.

Cheese enchilada ranchero was the first freeze-dried dinner in the stack of meals under the rowing deck. Ocean rowers, like high-altitude mountaineers, need to consume between 4,000 and 5,000 calories a day to avoid losing muscle mass. Typically, this is about two pounds of food per day, but because I packed freeze-dried dinners, I was able to reduce the weight to about 150 pounds of food for the one hundred days.

Not only does freeze-dried food provide high caloric value at a minimum weight, but the packaging also swims well. No one had ever rowed across the North Atlantic without capsizing. My deck hatches were weathertight, but experience taught me that this did not mean waterproof. If the boat flipped upside down, water would get into my food compartments. Before the trip, I tested various food packages by running them through my washing machine. As Ive said, freeze-dried food swims well; Hersheys chocolate does not.

Luckett Davidson had helped me with my nutritional plan. She was worried that, as a vegetarian, Id have trouble getting enough protein. She added protein supplements to the vitamins she packed for each day. We consulted experts in sports nutrition, but the most helpful expertise came from Grard dAboville. He told Luckett, Just fill the boat with things she likes to eat. The trip will be three months. She can eat like a teenager, it will do no harm. With this, I took out the food list, crossed off the oatmeal PowerBars, and wrote in chocolate PowerBars.

For breakfast each day, I would eat some variety of granola. I didnt plan to stop for lunch. Instead, I would graze on a variety of food bars throughout the day. In the middle of the afternoon, I would have some special snack. Crackers, nuts, candythese snacks were not so much about nutrition as they were about breaking up the monotony of food bars. For liquid calories we packed powdered Gatorade, hot chocolate, and a variety of dried soups.

After dinner, I lashed down my oars and secured everything on deck. The wind blew from shore at about eighteen miles per hour, and the night sky looked as dark as a cavern. Soon a noisy thunderstorm overtook me. Rain beat down, and lightning darted from cloud to ocean. I climbed into my cabin, stretched out on the mat, and turned off the flashlight. As I lifted a knee it bumped against the ceiling, and a drop of cold water fell into my eye.

I lunged for the light. Wed constructed the roof from a 3/8-inch-thick sheet of mahogany plywood, reinforced with a layer of six-ounce fiberglass. Twelve brass bolts secured two solar panels to the roof. Rainwater dripped in through one of the bolt holes. Thats just great. My first day at sea and I have a leak already. Grard had warned me about such things. At sea in a boat, there is always something that needs repair. If you stop rowing every time you hear a squeak or some imperfection draws your attention, you will never reach France. Grard had recommended I set aside Sunday mornings for such tasks. Ill plug the leaky bolt on Sunday. With this issue settled in my mind, I rolled away from the annoying drip.

I was twenty miles from shore. Once I entered the Gulf Stream, the current would be so powerful that it would be easier to row to France than it would be to row back to North Carolina. When Grard rowed from the United States to France, he left from Cape Cod, Massachusetts, which is nine hundred miles closer to France. I picked North Carolina because it is closer to the Gulf Stream.

In the 1760s, while he was the postmaster general of North America, Benjamin Franklin noticed that American ships could make the journey from the colonies to England in an average of four weeks. The average for English ships was six weeks. When Franklin investigated, he learned that Nantucket whaling captains had mapped a current of warm water that traveled north from Florida and the Carolinas before it turned northeast toward Europe. American sea captains knew enough to take advantage of this warm-water current going toward Europe and avoid it as they came home.

I was counting on the Gulf Stream to push me two-thirds of the way across the Atlantic. Two British rowers, David Johnstone and John Hoare, had tried a similar route in 1966. Their boat reached Europe; the men did not. I had studied their scientific reasoning, and I believed it to be sound. Just because Johnstone and Hoare died doesnt mean they were wrong. Right? To refine my research on the matter, I had taken a seminar on the Gulf Stream from Jenifer Clark, a distinguished scholar who maps ocean currents. Jenifer had convinced me that the benefits of rowing with the Gulf Stream would more than make up for the added distance. Grard seemed less certain, but he didnt debate the issue.

In my barge, I would need all the natural assistance I could get. I closed my eyes and listened to the echoes of thunder. In 49 B.C.E., as Julius Caesar crossed the Rubicon River with his army on the way to conquer Rome, he said, Jacta alea est (the die is cast). By tomorrow evening, I will have crossed my Rubicon and there will be no going back.

Each time the thunder and lightning shattered my sleep, I pulled out the flashlight and checked the compass. It read 45 degrees; the thunderstorm was blowing the American Pearl toward the northeast. At its closest point, the Gulf Stream was southeast, but France was northeast. If every squall blows me toward France, Ill be praying for rain. I set the alarm for 5:30 A.M. and went back to sleep.

The next thing I heard was the beep of the alarm. Time to row! For well over a decade, Id rolled out of bed before dawn to go rowing, but this was different. I pulled on my life vest and poked my head out the main hatch. The smell of salt air filled my nostrils. I clipped my safety tether into the steel cable that ran the length of the rowing deck. Then I stood to scan the horizon. The wind tousled my hair. The sky to the east was just beginning to shift from black to gray. I searched the southwest horizon, trying to find the light from Bodie Island. There were no landmarks. There was no land. Im committed now; no diving overboard, no swimming back to shore.

I stared into the black water. No rope on board could reach the bottom. I placed my oars in their oarlocks and screwed the gates closed. Then I sat down on the rowing seat and slipped my feet into the shoes that were bolted onto a footplate. Rowers call this plate a foot-stretcher, but no six-foot-tall woman who wears size-twelve shoes wants to think about having her feet stretched.

By this time, the eastern sky glistened pink, and I was ready for my first full day at the oars. Like most rowers, I started at the finish. That is, I began by sitting in the finish position: legs straight, shoulders and head high, arms bent, with the oars drawn into my ribs. The first motion was to send the hands away from the body and out over the knees. Next, I pivoted from the hips to swing my torso forward. Once my shoulders were as far forward as I could comfortably reach, I let my knees bend.

Approaching the catch is like doing a deep knee bend in a seated position. The sliding seat rolled forward until my torso touched my knees. At that point I lifted my hands and allowed the oars to drop and catch the water. Then the process reversed itself. I pushed off the foot-stretcher, driving my legs down until they were nearly straight. Then I swung my body open until my shoulders passed over my hips, and I leaned back until my stomach muscles tightened. Just before the end of the body swing, I pulled the oars toward my ribs using my arms. Before the oar handles actually hit my ribs, I pushed my hands down. This action triggered a seesaw motion of the oars against the fulcrums of the oarlocks. As the handles went down, the oar blades went up, rising out of the water. That was one strokeonly one million and a couple of hundred thousand more to go.

I rowed until 7:00 A.M., then stopped for breakfast. I mixed a cup of powdered milk and dumped a sandwich bag full of granola into it. I munched through breakfast in less than seven minutes and returned to the oars. There were calluses on my hands and on my backside from years of rowing in flat-water racing boats. I rowed until noon. By that time, my heels were beginning to blister.

Blisters grow. Blisters break. Broken blisters can become infected. Infections at sea are bad. Ergo, blisters are bad. I folded myself through the main hatch. In the cabin, I retrieved the first-aid kit and covered my heels with a layer of moleskin to reduce the friction and avoid full-blown blisters. For lunch, I mixed up some powdered Gatorade and grabbed two food bars.

The palatability of food bars is inversely related to their nutritional value. I had bars from Mountain Lift, PowerBar, Clif Bar, Tigers Milk, and a half dozen other companies. My favorite energy gel was GU. Some bars and gels tasted good and some did not. Some were good for me and some were not.

By 12:15 P.M., I was rowing again. If I planned to cross the ocean in less than three months, I couldnt afford to be leisurely about the rowing schedule. For each hour at the oars, I allowed myself a five-minute break. If a bathroom break ran longer than five minutes, I would subtract time from the next break. At first this seemed a little hard-nosed, but five minutes every hour translated into an hour of daylight lost in a twelve-hour day.

When one is rowing a barge across an ocean, every ounce counts. Not counting my sponsors polo shirt and shorts, which I packed away for my arrival in France, I had three shirts and three pairs of shorts on board. I had a Gore-Tex jacket and trousers for foul weather. For cold, I packed two fleece jackets and a warm cap. For the heat, I had a white sunsuit and a baseball cap with flaps to protect my neck and ears. I had a thin fleece sleeping bag and a heavier Polarguard sleeping bag. Packing an extra jacket or an additional sleeping bag was out of the question. When the Coast Guard had inspected the American Pearl, Id had a life raft aboard. After the inspection was complete, Grard questioned whether I actually planned to take the forty-pound raft.

Technically speaking, the Coast Guard specifications for a twenty-three-foot vessel didnt require a life raft. Admittedly, the Coast Guard didnt have rules for transocean rowing boats. According to their records, no American, male or female, had ever rowed solo across an ocean.

Grard argued that, unlike my food stores, the forty-pound raft wouldnt get any lighter. The extra weight would slow me down. Even if it added only a week to my trip, that might mean the difference between success and failure. Grard was clear: A heavy boat is a slow boat. With the storms certain to arrive in the fall, he told me, a slow boat is more dangerous than a fast boat.

The American Pearl was, Grard argued, an extremely well-equipped lifeboat. Constructed from wood and foam, the boat might break up, but it wouldnt sink. Sailors have an adage: The only reason to use a life raft is if you have to climb up into it. In the end, I elected to leave the life raft behind. This allowed me to justify a simple trade: the forty-pound raft went out, and a ten-pound library came in. I knew I could spend a quarter of a year without people, but going a quarter of a year without books was unimaginable.

In a compartment under my sleeping pad, in dry bags of black vinyl, I stowed away books by Plato, Shakespeare, Milton, Melville, Emerson, Viktor Frankl, Martin Buber, Dante, Anne Morrow Lindbergh, and many others. I packed books about Alexander the Great and Winston Churchill. I even took along my grandfathers Bible. Books were such an indulgence that I kept the extent of the library a guarded secret. I certainly didnt tell Grard about the books. I was less secretive about the small library of books on tape and educational lectures. These were relatively light, and because I could listen to them as I rowed, no one questioned whether they would merit their weight.



THAT EVENING, I REACHED into the compartment under my mat and pulled out John Ciardis translation of Dantes Inferno. I reread the opening line. Midway in our lifes journey, I went astray from the straight road, and woke to find myself alone in a dark wood. I am thirty-five: midway in lifes journey. Have I gone astray from the straight road? I am alone on a dark ocean.

At the entrance to the Inferno, Dantes guide, the poet Virgil, tells him, Here must you put by all division of spirit and gather your soul against all cowardice. I believed I was fully prepared for my ocean journey. The first circle of Dantes hell was reserved for the virtuous unbaptized. The ocean had not yet baptized me; I still thought of myself as virtuous. I hadnt any concept of how deep into the inferno the ocean would take me. Rowing into hell was not my intention. I wish I could say that the devil made me do it, but I took up the quest all by myself.



IT SEEMS AS IF I have always found curiosity to be more compelling than fear. My mother insists that my explorations started as soon as I could walk. I was born in Florida. My father was the superintendent of schools. Mother did her best to raise three children. Mother insists that she took me out of the crib and put me into a bed because I had developed the habit of climbing the sides of the crib and sleeping on the railing.

I dont remember crib climbing. The earliest climb I recall was my first ascent of the pedestal. There was a stone pedestal in the front hall of our Florida home. It was perhaps four feet high and had a platform at its top about fifteen inches square. When my brothers or I wandered into trouble, Mother punished us by making us sit on top of the pedestal. As soon as Mother walked away, the troublemaker was trapped. I hated being stuck in one place. The worst part of sitting on the pedestal was that sooner or later my father would walk through the front door. If he found me on the pedestal, it would announce that I was in trouble.

It became a mission in my two-year-old brain to learn how to climb down off this stone pinnacle. One day while my mother was busy with my brothers, I decided to explore the ominous pillar. The pedestal stood at one end of a long planter. Using a box as a step, I climbed into the planter. Then I teetered along the edge using Mothers plants as handholds. Soon the top of the pedestal came into view at eyeball height. Now it was merely a matter of wiggling up the same way I wriggled into my fathers lap when I wanted him to read to me. Before I knew it, Id inched my way to the top of the pedestal.

Once on the summit, I learned a lesson known to cats and climbers: climbing up is easier than climbing down. I was trapped, just as I would have been had my mother put me there. Calling for help was out of the question. Id gotten myself onto the pedestal; I must get myself off. I sat in silence searching for a way down, but escape eluded me.

Time slowed to a crawl. I felt lonely, and the stone made my bottom cold, but I dared not cry out. Then my worst nightmare came to pass. Father came through the front door. Not having sufficient vocabulary to explain either my achievement or my predicament, I burst into tears. Father put down his briefcase, took me in his arms, and went to find my mother. Mother looked at the two of us as if wed lost our minds: Shes not in trouble. But, Father told her, he found me on the pedestal. They summoned my older brother Duke, who was eight years old. Duke claimed that hed had nothing to do with my being on the pedestal.

My brother Lamar came in; he was six. He tried to tell my parents that Id climbed up on the pedestal all by myself. As usual, Lamar saw everything, but Lamar had a speech impediment. I could understand him, but for some reason no one else could. By this time, I was content to enjoy the confusion. I even added to it by babbling all the words I knew: Daddy, peanut, swim, swim, swim, Daddy, peanut, swim, swim, swim. This was the way of the world. My parents thought they knew all, but they didnt. Lamar spoke the truth, but no one understood him. Duke was blamed for something he didnt do, and I learned that life on a pedestal is cold, hard, unforgiving, and best avoided.







End of sample




    To search for additional titles please go to 

    
    http://search.overdrive.com.   


OEBPS/page-template.xpgt
 

   
    
		 
    
  
     
		 
		 
    

     
		 
    

     
		 
		 
    

     
		 
    

     
		 
		 
    

     
         
             
             
             
             
             
             
        
    

  

   
     
  





OEBPS/Images/logo.jpg
& HarperCollins e-books





OEBPS/Images/161.jpg
!

=
=k
>

l






OEBPS/Images/ix.jpg





OEBPS/Images/cover.jpg
A

PEARTL

I N

THE
STORM

How I Found My Heart

TORT WURDEN MeCLURE

THE FIRST WOMAN T0 ROW ALONE ACROSS AN OCEAN





OEBPS/page-map.xml
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 





