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  ZARA


  Against all Odds


  


  by Roberto Gavagnin


  


  


  To Annie and Ellie.


  The best reason in the world for making it


  to the other side…


  

Part one




It was sometime in February. I remember it
because Mali was nearly two. As for many parents whose lives had
been turned upside down after children, my wife and I felt the need
to make some time for ourselves. We choose Florida, a quick getaway
trip, just to be alone in the warm sun of the Keys.

At the time we had had Erinni, our family
yacht for nearly 12 years. Having just spent over 35000 dollars
refit the boat, I had no intention of selling her, let alone buying
another yacht. On the other hand, I must admit that at the time I
had long realized that if I ever was to buy another sailing yacht,
it would have to be a proper one.

Erinni was a fast sloop, her sailing area
oversized: she was hard to handle and more suitable for a young
guy, which is what I had been when I first bought her. My sailing
needs were different now, with kids aboard and almost always
single- handling the boat. Having maintained my yacht entirely by
myself for all those years, I had come to the conclusion that what
I really liked was a well-built, strong, ocean going vessel; if
anything, it would have to be a northern European built yacht,
either a Hallberg Rassy, or a Nauticat.

At the time, it was becoming rather common for
Europeans to purchase yachts in the US, given the favorable
exchange rate. Andrea, a friend of mine, had just bought an old
Swan near Boston. I had also been surfing the web looking at yachts
for sale. It was a combination of curiosity and the dream to find
the impossible deal. Actually, at that time I was simply longing to
get a closer look at real blue water yachts, to see how they were
built. The truth was that I had never had the chance to get even
close to one of those proper yachts.

One boat had caught my attention. It was a
Nauticat 521 named Zara, a super yacht, as far as I was concerned
and well above my possibilities, present and future ones. After a
few e mail exchanges with the yacht’s broker, I ended up saying I
was interested in viewing it. I called the broker in West Palm
Beach and, omitting the fact that as an airline employee I could
conveniently fly across the world just to see the boat, I led him
to believe I was a serious buyer coming from Europe.

Myrna and I landed at Miami International, on
a sunny winter’s day. We rented a car, enjoying the warm weather
and took a quick trip north before heading to our real destination,
Key Largo. We had planned our act in detail and were welcomed by
the broker with great courtesy; the fact that we were arriving
directly from Rome, just to see the boat, made quite an
impression.

The facility was located in West Palm Beach.
As we drove past the wealthy neighborhood, we were hit by the
excitement of being in that beautiful place, home of awesome
mansions, as well as great yachts. Boatyards, yachting clubs,
restaurants by the waterfront, everything seeme

d overwhelming. I could not help but make a
comparison with our usual yachting ground, back in Rome. In
America, boat slips are fitted with individual mooring platforms,
so that each yacht is kept at a proper distance from the next one.
This provides both a comfortable means of boarding the boat, as
well as adequate protection for the vessels. On the contrary, back
in Europe the lack of space (and greed of the people managing
marinas) dictates that boats are moored almost one on top of the
other.

This contrast made an excellent first
impression, as we finally walked by the waterfront and spotted
Zara.

I was impressed by the yacht. She stood out
among other yachts, despite being surrounded by even larger
ones.

The sales man eventually led us onboard and we
started to fully appreciate the features of a blue water yacht. It
was clear that we were looking at something very different from the
yachts we had seen before.

A Sparkman and Stevens design, built to the
highest standard by legendary Siltala Yachts boatyard in Finland,
Zara was strong, well-built and she featured all that I dreamt to
find in this type of blue water cruiser.

Well-made, assembled with the finest building
materials, the yacht was fitted with accessories common to North
American yachts, like air conditioning, a dish washer, a water
maker and many more. The spare part inventory was impressive: lots
of unused items, ranging from fuel filters to rigging and sailing
gear were neatly stored on board.

The layout suggested a very comfortable boat,
high above the water, with a well-protected cockpit. The fully
enclosed pilot house, integrated in the deck saloon, offered a
well-sheltered second helm station. The navigation equipment was as
complete as possible: both helm stations were fitted with a radar,
chart plotters and various redundant instruments.

The yacht’s interior featured four cabins,
divided into two separate sections. Two families could easily live
aboard, without noticing each other’s presence. The galley was
spacious and the storage space enormous. On deck, the yacht was
rigged with furling sails powered by a centralized hydraulic
system, that so the yacht was well suited for a shorthanded
crew.

While visiting the yacht, we were informed by
the broker that the owner was going to arrive soon. He was spending
the weekend aboard, as many boat owners do, taking advantage of
Florida’s mild climate. It would be a bonus to ask him directly the
many questions we had about the yacht.

While waiting for the owner, the salesman left
us alone aboard. This gave us time to get acquainted with the
yacht.

It’s a standard procedure to allow a potential
buyer to spend a little time alone on board, letting the bite
settle: you wander from bow to stern, dreaming about being the
proprietor of the vessel. Those precious minutes are a very
effective method to increase the chance of a sale.

It was definitely a great boat and I liked it
a lot. Moreover, I immediately fell in love with the owner. Theodor
was a lovely eighty-year-old man. Not particularly tall with
piercing blue eyes and a long white beard, he was wearing a light
fouling weather jacket, a sailor’s hat and was sporting a
pipe.

A Greek retired doctor who had spent most of
his life in the U.S., despite his humble origins, he had had a
successful life as a well-known cardio-thoracic surgeon. His home
was Cleveland, Ohio and he would fly down to Florida every two or
three weeks to spend some time aboard his boat. We connected
immediately and soon enough the conversation veered from the
yacht’s systems, to life, the world and our common European roots.
Theodor was a clever man, direct and straightforward. Charming to
the brim, he communicated an immense passion for life and told us
many anecdotes about his long sailing experiences over the years.
Although he had lived in the US for most of his life, his Greek
origins were strong and deep - rooted. He was pleased to meet two
Europeans and ended up entertaining us with all sort of stories.
One detail struck me: the old man expressed the desire of sailing
his loved yacht one last time back to Greece; I remember finding it
both inspirational and odd, as at the time he seemed in no
condition to undertake such a journey. Time flew by and I found
myself surprisingly relaxed, totally captured by Theodor's tales.
Sitting in the outside cockpit, while drinking gin and lemon
Schweppes, the old doctor unveiled some of the virtues of the
yacht. I could tell how much the skipper had come to love and
respect his vessel. It was not a matter of just listing qualities;
the man was simply telling many anecdotes of his journeys. He spoke
the true language of the sea from a seafarer to another. The
previous year, Ted had taken the yacht on a journey of fifteen
hundred-Nautical Miles to and from the St. Lawrence Sound, up in
Canada. My curiosity was immediately triggered, for such an
adventure had always been my dream. The skipper told us about the
route, the beauty of the scarcely populated areas he had ventured
into. Rather than suggesting how well the boat responded and
behaved, he indulged on how beautiful, remote and interesting the
area was. His was a tale of the many encounters with wild life and
the feeling of being engaged in real adventure.

I was the one to put the whole story into
perspective: the fact that such a remarkable journey had been
possible was thanks to the outstanding marine quality Zara
featured. Every now and then I asked a question, Ted smiled, paused
and seemed instantly to return to a far and distant place. He
explained how the yacht had handled that particular difficulty,
either because of her design or her systems. He described why every
situation was dealt with easily and safely, in a matter of fact
way.

Later we went below deck where Ted
demonstrated a few system-related features of the yacht. He had
small hands. I remember how gently he manipulated every switch and
every lever. His manners were firm, yet gentle. At each operation
he demonstrated, he would smile a true smile of pleasure, implying
that Zara was just what she seemed: a true, straightforward, blue
water vessel.

When the conversation touched on malfunctions,
Theodor never tried to hide them or minimize their importance. On
the contrary, he seemed pleased to have mentioned a system or an
item that needed future attention. Again, it was a mariner talking
to another. Like a true yachtsman, he never gave too much attention
on the possible financial aspect of repairs. A failure aboard a
yacht was simply something that needed to be addressed and no short
cuts were ever suggested.

Conversation eventually veered from the
technical aspect of the yacht onto a more personal level. I could
not help but notice the honest and true look in the man’s eye. It
is often said that when a yacht is to be sold, both owner and buyer
must like each other. I definitely liked the man I had met, and as
far as I could tell, the liking was mutual.

It was a memorable day and in the end I was
asked how serious I was about buying the yacht. I felt compelled to
tell the truth and explained that while I had no trouble pretending
with the broker, I wanted to be 100% honest with him. So I told him
I was in no position to even consider such an expensive yacht which
was way beyond my possibilities. The old doctor smiled at me, and
in his farewell he mentioned something about 'money not being the
only thing that mattered'. Myrna and I left and headed south,
trying to focus on the next few days. After all we were in Florida
to chill out and take a break from the wet and miserable European
winter. We wanted to spend a few days in Key Largo, a place we used
to go to rather regularly.

I could hardly concentrate on anything other
than the day we had just spent. My mind was still aboard Zara and
while pretending not to be hooked, I felt like a fish that could
not resist the lure of the bait placed right in front of it.

The feeling stayed with me for the rest of the
holiday. By the time I went back home, I was convinced that one day
I would own one of those fine yachts, naturally a smaller one, but
it would definitely be a Nauticat. Having seen Zara in detail, I
came to the conclusion that the trade of speed and performance over
solidity and safety was by far a proper one. It was known among
sailors that northern-European-built sailing yachts were the only
choice when it came to selecting a reliable, comfortable and safe
one. They are assembled with top quality materials and designed to
withstand the hardest environments. Zara seemed the perfect sized
boat, with plenty of space, adequate fuel and energy reserves and
yet, still a boat that could be shorthanded. Unfortunately the cost
for such a boat was far higher than my possibilities. Therefore, I
mentally forced myself to consider a smaller yacht, with similar
characteristics.

I decided that the first step was to sell our
boat. As I said, I had just had put a lot of money into refitting
it. Erinni now sported a brand new teak deck and she looked smart.
She was an old boat and I knew it wouldn’t be easy to find a buyer
for her, one who was willing to pay the high price I intended to
ask.

During the following months I kept looking for
my next boat. Aware as I was that Zara was way too much of a boat
for me, I kept searching, reading and looking into any possibility
of acquiring a true blue water vessel. The market was thin, as
these were yachts people hardly sold. My predictions about the
difficulties in finding a buyer for my boat were correct. I only
managed to find two people who were seriously interested. Yet they
both failed to make an offer, mainly because they were both
associated with a respective partner and as is often the case, one
of the two was not fully convinced about the deal.

Months passed by while my interest in a new
boat was growing, I made a point of not rushing into things. One
day, I checked the website and discovered that Zara was no longer
for sale and I assumed she was already in the hands of her new
owner.

The following spring, I finally managed to
sell Erinni and I started to search for my next boat with renewed
energy. I was in a hotel room, on the internet, checking the
website yachting world.com, when once again I came across a
Nauticat. It was another 521, again much bigger and more expensive
than I could afford. As it is often the case, while looking at
realistic deals, I allowed myself to daydream about what it could
have meant sailing the world on such a great yacht. Dreams over the
internet are free of charge and I sent an inquiry to the broker, in
Wilmington, North Carolina. The yacht was almost as nice as Zara,
but nearly 80,000 dollars cheaper! A few hours later, I got the
information package with the details of the yacht.

I almost jumped for joy when I read the name
of the boat. For some unknown reason, Zara was now for sale in
North Carolina and the asking price was significantly lower. I
immediately called the yacht broker and learned that it was indeed
the same boat. I decided it was destiny and the following week I
was on a flight to NC.

The yacht was the very same one and the broker
told me a very interesting story. The owner, an old fellow in his
early eighties, the previous year had told his wife he was going to
spend a few days on his yacht, in Florida; however, having made
sure the yacht was in tip top condition, he set sail alone toward
the Mediterranean Sea, following his desire to sail his boat to his
native country, Greece.

Unfortunately, three days into journey, he
suffered a heart stroke. Being a doctor, he recognized his
conditions and gave himself a first aid treatment but was unable to
operate the yacht’s systems: the only thing he managed to do was to
activate the emergency locator transmitter. The US coastguard sent
a helicopter some 200 miles offshore. The rescue team hovered above
the yacht, noticing a single crewman lying on deck, apparently
unable to move. The injured skipper knew too well that Coast
Guard’s duty is to save lives, not vessels and without hesitation,
he jumped overboard. The helicopter’s crew lowered a basket and
rescued the sailor, leaving the yacht adrift.

A warning was issued about an abandoned yacht
drifting East of Florida and the skipper was taken to hospital in
Fort Lauderdale.

Soon after the rescue, a towing company
contacted the skipper/owner’s residence offering a contract to
recover the abandoned yacht. Initially, the doctor’s wife,
oblivious of the accident, thought it was a mistake. Then a second
agency called from NC. This time the woman imagined what could have
happened and quickly agreed to assign the towing of the yacht,
being much more concerned about her husband’s fate.

A container ship sailing in the vicinity was
diverted and took the abandoned yacht in tow. Zara was towed to
Porto Rico, where a professional crew was then flown in and took
her back to NC, where the recovery company was based.

The yacht was still the sound vessel I had
seen nearly two years earlier in Florida. Unfortunately, the towing
caused some damage to the hull’s paint and some of the onboard
equipment was stolen, hence the price reduction.

I was excited about the prospect of buying
this yacht. Although the asking price was way above my reach, I was
tempted. I knew too well how wrong it was to try and buy a yacht
beyond one’s possibilities, there are always hidden costs to be
considered. Not to mention the simple fact that a big boat means
big trouble, big problems and big bills to settle. I had discussed
this topic so many times and it was clear as daylight that I was
about to make a mistake. On the other hand, I knew that this was my
one and only chance to lay my hands on such a beautiful yacht. My
price range was substantially lower and the yachts I ought to
consider were accordingly, much lesser boats. In the end, I decided
to put forward an offer.

I specifically asked the yacht broker to
inform the seller that I, Roberto, was trying to purchase her,
mentioning that I had have a brief contact with the owner, two
years before.

Two weeks later, I got an e mail from the
broker saying that my offer had been turned down. My bid was too
low. I was not really surprised, after all, I was bidding on a
luxury yacht, offering substantially less than the asking price, on
the thin ground that the owner had once said something about him
not being too concerned about money.

I waited three more months and again, sent
another offer, some 15k dollars higher. Still, I was offering
nearly one grand less than the asking price.

Again, I got a note turning my offer
down.

In January, after a much debated talk with my
wife, I sent my third offer, adding ten thousand dollars: by then I
was really scrubbing the bottom of the barrel.

This time, I didn’t get any reply, so called
the broker. To my disbelief, I was then informed that the yacht had
been sold to a Finnish customer who came from Europe, had liked the
boat and bought her.

I couldn’t believe it. The boat of my dreams,
the one yacht I felt compelled to buy, had been sold under my nose,
after I had pursued her for more than two years. I kept asking
myself how it could have happened and why I was not told about
another potential buyer. The broker simply stated that the yacht
was no longer available and suggested I consider other vessels he
had listed for sale. I was disappointed, yet somehow something
seemed wrong. Initially I tried to accept the facts for what they
were. However, I simply could not believe that all my hopes, my
patience and my efforts had been pointless.

I did my best to dismiss the whole thing, but
I couldn’t. One afternoon, while I was in a hotel room in Milan, I
replayed the entire story in my mind. Yet again I sensed something
was not right and I decided I had to get an explanation from the
direct source, Zara’s old owner. I recalled his name, the fact he
was a doctor and the city he lived in. I started an impossible task
to find him. I called hospitals, order of Medical Doctors, the
Rotary Club. In the end, I got one doctor mentioning he indeed
remembered his old colleague and managed to get a phone
number.

After sitting by the phone, hesitating and
certain I was about to make a fool of myself, I took courage and
dialed the number. A few rings later, I recognized the old Greek
man’s voice. He was indeed pleased to hear from me and we exchanged
greetings. After a brief talk, I went straight to the point. I told
him I was rather disappointed he had sold the boat to someone else
while I had been trying to buy Zara for several months. I admitted
that my offers were falling very short of the asking price, yet, I
was hoping for a special deal. After all he had been the one to say
that money was not all that mattered…

Ted’s reaction was somehow confusing. He told
me that no, the yacht had not been sold to anyone and no, he didn’t
know a thing about my offers.

I tried hard to make sense of this entirely
strange story. Instinctively, I asked if he was in Cleveland, Ohio
and told him I’d be there the following day.

Thirty hours later, a taxi dropped me off at a
residential address on the outskirts of Cleveland. I rang the
doorbell but got no reply. It was dark, snowing and I felt uneasy.
There was no payphone nearby, no public places, and no people about
and I had no idea where I was. I started to wonder what the heck I
was doing there trying to find an old man I had once met over two
years previously. The whole situation had started to become
strange.

I rang the bell again and this time a nice
woman opened the door. I told her who I was and shortly after, the
old doctor came to the door, too and invited me in. We spent some
time chatting about what had happened since we last met, the kids,
my wife, the world and so on.

Eventually, we moved down to the doc’s studio
and we tried to understand what had happened with Zara. After
exchanging facts, we figured out that all my attempts of purchasing
the yacht, as well as those of other buyers before me, had been
filtered by the broker. In fact, none of the offers had ever
reached the seller: all the time the broker had kept telling the
old doctor that Zara was a difficult boat to sell. Not only was she
European built, running on 220 AC volts, but there was the rescue’s
bill to be settled. The broker had offered to buy the boat himself
and get rid of all the pending issues for a nominal price,
insisting that the owner was simply too old to deal with such big
boat.

It was an intense moment and to a certain
extent, I was relieved of my findings. Theodor made sushi in the
kitchen for all of us and once again, having set aside the business
talk, it was good to be with a man I truly liked. We talked about
life, sailing, and Africa. I told him about my passion for safaris
and how I was becoming involved with adventure travels in that part
of the world. Theodor revealed to be a good listener, as well as a
good story teller. He asked questions, showing true interest in my
journeys, my travels and my adventures. The evening went on and
inevitably, the old man took on his natural role of telling
anecdotes of his long and interesting life.

I learned about how he went from being a
refugee in the US after the war in Greece, to becoming a head
surgeon in the state of Ohio. He told me how he insisted on
treating patients without medical insurance following his
Hippocrates’s oath and grimaced while describing the hospital
administrator’s reaction to his resolutions. I learned about Zara’s
christening. During the war, Theodor was only eleven years old and
he was hiding on the hills of the Peloponnesus and spending nights
in caves. There was a young good looking girl in a village, who was
said to be flirting with a young German solder.

One night, Ted and his younger brother were
sleeping in a cave, at the foot of a mountain. At dawn, he heard
the sound of a flute, played by a shepherd who was minding his
sheep. Theodor was overwhelmed by the sweet sound and felt blessed
by that moment of peace, a momentary relief among much horror of
those days. It was then, in the first light of the new day, that he
noticed the bodies of the young girl and her lover, hung against
the back wall of the cave, the ultimate punishment for having
sympathized with the enemy. The shock was unbearable, yet the music
helped the eleven-year- old boy to cope with the terrifying sight.
Zara was the name of the mountain where this event took
place.

The next day, it was time for me to go. We
both stood by the door and I was still uncertain about how to
handle the situation. I remember the doctor asking me a simple
question: “Roberto, do you really want my boat?” I said I did and
again I emphasized that I was aware that I could not meet the
demanded price. The old man looked at me and with his benevolent
smile and said: “As I said once, money is not all, amico. I shall take your offer, Zara is
yours.”

Before l left, we paid a visit to his lawyer,
in his downtown office. Despite the unprofessional behavior of the
yacht’s broker, they told me that we still were obliged to honor
the broker’s fee as he had been part of the transaction. The only
way to bypass that was for me to pay for the yacht in full,
allowing the existing lien to be lifted and the transaction to be
completed.

That was indeed a difficult step.

I remember spending most of the return flight
to Rome wondering what I’d done. It basically meant that I was to
send a full payment for the yacht, without having had the chance to
survey her or to check her thoroughly. Come to think about it I was
expected to wire the money to an eighty two-year-old man who had
already had a heart attack, with no contract, nor a piece of paper
to certify the transaction. All I had was a handshake… I went home,
spent a few sleepless nights and then I called my bank. What the
heck, it was meant to be!

After wiring the money, I waited for nearly
two weeks. Finally I received a legal document, stating I was
Zara’s new owner and most importantly, a bill of sale.

It was a dream come true. I was well aware
that it had been my only chance to buy such a large, expensive
yacht. The deal was closed at a far lower price than the current
market value. It’s true that the yacht had been neglected for the
last few years; the old doctor simply was too old to be able to
keep up with the demanding chores of maintaining such large and
complex vessel. Like many yacht buyers I only focused on the
exciting prospects of what I could do with my new boat, failing to
pay attention to the many problems I was about to face.

The master plan was simple: familiarize myself
with the yacht; mend the many faults I was aware of; get a new
European registration for Zara, because with the sale, the current
US registration had been cancelled. Eventually, when all of the
above had been accomplished, the highest prize of all, was to take
her across the Pond.

A few weeks later, I was able to fly back to
Wilmington. I will never forget the overwhelming feeling I
experienced on my first time alone aboard my new yacht. The boat
revealed herself in all her complexity. She was fitted with many
more systems than those I was familiar with on my previous sloop.
The electrical system was a puzzle, consisting of AC 220, AC 110,
DC 12, DC 24 volts. There was a centralized air conditioning
system, hydraulic furling systems for the sails, hydraulic steering
systems with dual helms stations: two radars, HF radio, a water
maker, just to name a few of them.

The engine room was just that, a room full of
devices, most of them unfamiliar to me and the size of things was
intimidating too.

It was clear that I needed a tutorial, so I
called Theodor and I arranged to meet him and spend a few days
aboard, in order to learn all I could about the vessel.

To my surprise Theodor asked me to meet him in
Ohio, rather than where the boat was, in NC. I knew the yacht was
full of tools, accessories, personal belongings and I thought he
wanted me to help him drive his vehicle down to get them out of the
boat. When we met at Cleveland International, it was sometime in
March and the world outside was still under heavy snow. I flew via
NY and landed at Cleveland in the late afternoon. As we came out of
the airport terminal, Ted asked me if I was curious about the
reason he had wanted me to meet him there. I told him I guessed he
wanted to empty the yacht of his personal items. All I got in reply
was a smile…

“You see Roberto; I haven’t told you that Zara
was in fact my baby boat. Prior to her, nine years ago, I had
another yacht, a ninety six feet sloop. With that boat, myself and
other fellows undertook a trip around the world. To do that, I had
purchased paper charts of the entire planet. Also, I bought some
additional safety equipment, like survival suits and other things.
So, as I am now finally retiring from yachting, this is my gift to
you. I do not want to empty Zara. On the contrary, I want you to
have all these things with hope that you and your family enjoy the
sea as much as I did. We are going to drive south and spend some
time aboard Zara, it will be our chance to become friends and for
me to pass my experience on to you, hoping it will help you to be a
safer sailor.”

Again, I was speechless and tears fell freely
down my face.

That evening, Ted and I went out for dinner.
After a brief drive under heavy snow, we parked in front of an
exclusive restaurant. We were welcomed by a young, good looking
girl who escorted us to our table. I couldn’t help but noticing how
almost everyone seemed to know the old doc. We were treated with
great courtesy and the casual tone of the restaurant manager
implied that Theodor was a frequent customer. Ted was dressed very
casually: same mariner hat and foul weather jacket, he seemed like
he just stepped off a fishing boat. I had steak and salad, my meal
so large it would have been enough for both of us. Ted ordered a
light soup, drank water, but insisted in ordering an expensive
bottle of red wine. I enjoyed my meal, the quality of the food, the
atmosphere. We mostly talked about politics and Ted announced he
was considering running for some State of Ohio position. A number
of people had pressured him to put forward his candidacy. I
listened, and once more I though how lucky I had been to meet such
a simple, true person. It was clear he was a man of power and
prestige. Yet, when the time came, he would act as a humble, simple
person, more interested in principles than money.

We left the next morning at two am. The
journey was a few miles shy of eight hundred. We drove and drove.
The doc’s idea of the journey was to keep driving, no stop. Only
fuel and pee stops. I was honestly concerned about his driving
skills. The road was mostly covered in snow and the traffic heavy.
I ended up doing most of the driving myself. During the long hours
on the road, I remember asking questions about Zara’s many secrets.
Things like the automatic extinguishing system in the engine room,
or where was the desalinator getting its power supply from and so
on. Ted’s reply was just like Ted’s style. “Oh yeah, the water
maker is very important… but before that, let me play this special
Greek cd I got… most Americans would not appreciate it, but
you…

You know, Italians, like the Greeks, one face,
one race… listen to the words: “she left me... and I have longed
for her ever since…” he was translating the Greek text into English
so I could share the emotional rollercoaster he was on…

Tears appeared in his eyes and he looked like
Popeye with his captain’s hat and all, pipe in his mouth, the look
of a man who has seen it all.

The journey was long and we kept talking about
many things. Theodor was a story teller. I settled into the
listener's role, happy to give the old man the chance to talk about
his long and intense life. One of his favorite subjects was his
sailing trip around the world.

It had indeed been a long and exciting
journey. Panama, the Pacific Ocean, Polynesia… for each stop there
was an anecdote and in each port some special encounter.

He insisted on how uncivilized Australia was.
He said that after a three-week-long leg across the Pacific Ocean,
they had reached the east coast of the continent. In Brisbane, once
ashore, the entire crew went on a quest for limes, an essential
ingredient to prepare “holy water”, their favorites drink. Unable
to find the much desired fruit, they simply returned to sea and
headed to Singapore, totally focused on their quest: they had only
spent a few hours on land!

Our trip took us along Highway 77. Leaving
Ohio, we entered West Virginia. The land was mostly flat, until we
started climbing to cross the beautiful Jefferson National Forest.
We kept going and once south of the mountain ridge, we left Highway
77 and joined Highway 74, entering North Carolina, towards Winston
Salem. A few miles later we hopped onto Interstate 40, also known
as James E. Harrington Freeway. This beautiful road took us across
the entire state. I thought I might recognize the area as I had
once driven the entire length of this 3100-mile Intercontinental
Freeway, from San Diego CA, to New York. After nearly thirty hours,
we were within two miles from our destination, the Cape Fear River,
in NC.

We were both very tired and Theodor was at the
wheel. It was still dark and the drizzle contributed to the
grogginess.

The SUV was in cruise control and as we came
to the end of the highway, a five- lane traffic light was ahead of
us. As we approached it, there were multiple lines of cars waiting
for the green light. Our vehicle was still going steadily. I only
manage [...]
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