
When cancer takes her husband of twenty-one years, 
the author feels a loss of direction until she opens her 
eyes to new possibilities.

Leaving her job and taking her recently widowed 
mother for a long getaway to Zihuantanejo on the Paci� c 
coast of Mexico ultimately leads her to make choices that 
bring about a change in her view of life and of the ocean 
in a way she never thought possible.

In this volume detailing the � rst trip as crew on a 
sailing sloop, she discovers scuba diving and a new 
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Dedication

To my mom, Marianne A. Hubbard (1927-2020)

She was an amazing human being and an endless source of unconditonal 
love and encouragement.
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Foreword

Was the ocean calling me?  From childhood, I had a deep love and respect for the ocean.  
Then, suddenly, I was a widow.  What do you do when life doesn’t go as planned?  You can 
lock yourself away in a closet, or you can open your eyes and ears to possibilities.  So, when an 
unexpected opportunity arose, I made the choice to see parts of the globe from a unique and 
different perspective, to experience it in a way that I had never imagined in my wildest dreams.   
My passion for the ocean, the underwater world, and different cultures grew stronger the more 
I immersed myself in life on—and in—the ocean.

�
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Chapter 1
Zihuantanejo

I was a widow with three adult independent children.  I had bought a condo in Zihuantanejo, 
Mexico close to the ocean a few years aft er my husband passed away.  I wanted a getaway for my 
kids and myself.  In 2005 I was working as a fi nancial manager for a non-profi t in Washington 
State when my dad passed away.  Mom had been his intensive caregiver, and I knew I had to do 
something for her to let her know how important and needed she was.  I did not want to lose 
her too.  It was time for me to commit to a major change in my life, so I invited Mom to spend a 
few months with me in Mexico.  She accepted.  I gave a month’s notice at work, and we started 
planning our getaway to Zihuantanejo.

I bought a used station wagon to drive down to “Z” and leave at my condo.  Mom would be 
my co-pilot.  At the age of 78, she was wholeheartedly on board.  She was still fairly fl uent in 
Spanish from her and Dad’s work with the Peace Corp in Ecuador and their travels in Peru.

Packed with an old atlas, a loaded car, and handwritten instructions (courtesy of one of my 
ex-pat neighbors who drove down every year from Canada), we hit the road.

We met with a high school friend of Mom’s in Yuma, Arizona and stayed our second night 
close to the border.  Early the next morning, we crossed into Mexico and got the documentation 
completed for the car.  I was even able to keep my Washington State eagle plates.

I had printed out an inventory of everything I had in the car so I could declare it, even though 
it was not worth a lot of money.  As we passed through the overhead signs, I started to turn right 
at the carril de declaracion sign.  Mom startled me when she said, “No, no.  Go straight!”

Copyrighted Material
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“But Mom, I have to declare all the stuff in the car!”  She insisted that I go straight.   I listened 
to her and went straight.  Turned out my Spanish was better than hers.  We should have turned 
right!  There were no other stops where I could declare the household goods that I had in the car.  
We were nervous for a while, thinking someone might come after us, but no one did.  We did get 
to a military checkpoint with men with machine guns slung over their shoulders, but when I told 
them I was taking my mom down to Z, they just smiled and waved us through.

The first day we passed through miles of farmland, where we seesawed through cattle drop-
pings on the road, and the cows on the verge stared at us in curiosity.  Then we passed through a 
huge fire burning on both sides of the road.  Not sure what started it, but it certainly did not look 
like a controlled burn.  Mom exclaimed that her side of the car got very hot.  It was difficult to see 
through the flames and the smoke, but when she mentioned the heat, I sped up to get through it 
as fast as I could!  We made it to our first designated hotel with no other excitement.

We were up early the next morning, rested and feeling great.  After breakfast we were back 
on the road.

My ex-pat Z neighbor had specifically told us not to drive in Guadalajara at night.  Well, we 
missed our exit at the town before Guadalajara, and once on the freeway, we had no way to turn 
around.  It was getting toward dusk, and I was getting worried.  I did my best to hide my anxiety 
from my mom, and I suggested that we stop at the first hotel we came to.

It was getting dark, and as we approached the outskirts of Guadalajara, Mom spotted a hotel 
on the left side of the road.  I made a quick u-turn and pulled in.  It was unlike anything I had 
seen in the U.S.  I drove up to a speaker near a building.  I asked (in Spanish, of course) if they 
had a room for my mom and me for the night as we were both very tired.  How much would it 
be?  I heard some hesitation and then some mumbling.  They gave me the price in pesos and told 
me payment would be in cash, adding that someone would meet us at the Unit 1 garage.  We 
drove by many other garage spaces and finally found Unit 1.  Sure enough, there was a gal inside 
to meet us, take our money, and ask if we needed anything else.  We both said no, and she closed 
the garage door.

We each took only a small bag with our toiletries, as we had to go up a flight of stairs to our 
room.  The door was unlocked.  When we entered, I was disappointed that there was only one 
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Chapter 1 - Zihuantanejo 

queen bed.  Sleeping in the same bed as my mom.  Hmm.  Well, okay for one night, and we 
were both very tired.  My mom went into the bathroom fi rst, and I turned on the TV.  Th e fi rst 
channel was porn!  I changed it quickly before my mom could hear it.  Th e next two channels 
were the same thing!  I turned the TV off .  What kind of hotel was this?  When Mom came out 
of the bathroom, she asked if we were going to watch some TV.  I told her no, it didn’t work, and 
I was tired anyway.  “Let’s just get some sleep and get off  to an early start,” I said.

The waves of Zihuantanejo Bay
Copyrighted Material
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We got to Z late the next afternoon.  I was able to drive right to the condo parking lot.  Then 
came the 175 steps (Mom counted them) to get us and all of our stuff up to the condo.  It took us 
until the next day to get it all put away.

We had a wonderful two months together!  I chased Mom around in the small pool.  We 
walked down to the beach and through the sand as the ocean waves pounded the shore.  There 
was something peaceful, mesmerizing, and healing about the ocean.  Some days we went down 
to the beach for breakfast.  And some days, I drove to Ixtapa with my bike in the back of the car  
to bicycle the twelve-mile trail from Ixtapa to Playa Linda.  Mom came with me a few times and 
read in the car while I rode, always keeping the doors locked.

Once, while reading in the car, she overheard some deliverymen saying negative things about 
Americans.  They talked about hurting her and me when I got back from riding.  Luckily, they 
left before I came back.  When she told me what the men had said, I was angry that she had been 
subject to that kind of behavior and saddened that the men thought it was okay to talk like that, 
no matter her nationality.  Of course, they didn’t know that my mom understood everything 
they said!  She came with me almost every day after that when I went riding: she was worried 
about my safety.  Once a mom, always a mom.

When she flew back, she was so much more mobile than when she had arrived.  The 175 steps 
she bemoaned every day helped, as did our laughing and my chasing her in the pool.  I was so 
very lonely when she left. �

Fast forward to 2007.  I was living in Zihuantanejo off and on, trying to make sense of this 
chapter of my life.  I had not gone back to work.  I was restless, going back and forth between Z 
and my mom’s place in Washington, a few months here, a few months there.

My condo had a beautiful view of the bay, the beach, and the bustling activity of the little 
harbor.  I had been robbed in the middle of the night, but once I had security screens installed 
across the sliding glass doors, I was able to keep the doors open and fall asleep to the sound of 
the ocean.  Heaven!  Oh, how I loved the ocean!  At the time, however, the sailboats anchored in 
the bay seemed like nothing more than obstacles for the parasailers.

PHOTO 1 1002 Zihuatanejo Bay waves .jpg
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Chapter 1 - Zihuantanejo 

Th en my relationship with the ocean changed with a suddenness that took my breath away, 
sharpened my focus, and started me on on a new and unique path.  I wish I could say my 
epiphany happened on a moonlight walk or on a visit to one of the local shrines.  It didn’t.
It happened by a chance encounter in an ex-pat bar.

It was an evening in early February on our girls’ night out at Rick’s, the local ex-pat watering hole.  
One of my friends, who was playing guitar that night, said she was expecting her boyfriend, whom 

PHOTO 2: 1001 Zihuatanejo Bay .jpg
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I’d never met, to show up and listen.  During her fi rst set, a man sat down in the chair next to me.  
He began a conversation with me that made me think he was the boyfriend.  I engaged in limited 
conversation and laughed with him, which surprised me at the time, as I was certainly not looking to 
enjoy a man’s company.

When her set was over, my musician friend went over to another table.  Puzzled, and hoping she 
was not upset with me for laughing with her boyfriend, I excused myself to the ladies’ room.  More 
importantly, I wanted to go by the other table to fi nd out why she had not come over to see her 
boyfriend.  I leaned over and asked her if the gentleman sitting over with the three of us ladies was her 
boyfriend.  NO?  Oh no!  I went to the ladies’ room and thought about my options.  I thought about 
leaving without going back to the table, but my friends would have worried about me (we did look out 
for each other that way), and it would have been rude.  So instead, I went back to our ladies’ table and 
with red-faced embarrassment, I told the man of my misunderstanding.  He just laughed and asked 
me to go sailing with him the next day.

So it began: learning to sail on an older 36-foot C & C (Cuthbertson & Cassian Ltd.) sloop with 
my new friend, Jack, in Zihuantanejo, Mexico.  I could not recall ever being on a sailboat, and I was 
amazed that it could function as a relatively independent living space, albeit small.  Th is sloop had 
a very small galley to starboard just down the stairs from the cockpit.  Th e galley had a two-
burner propane stovetop, a very small oven, and a sink with a foot pump that pumped water from the 
water tank into the sink.  Across from the galley was a single berth going toward the stern and the 
navigation station.  Midship, there was the salon with two couches, one head to the port side, 
with a cock valve and foot pump for fl ush, and then a large sleeping v-berth in the bow.

We were dependent on land services for fresh water to fi ll the water tank.  Th e sloop had a fresh-
water tank but no water-maker, so water was a precious commodity.   We also needed diesel fuel to 
fi ll the fuel tank, laundry facilities for cleaning clothes, a place to dispose of garbage, and, of course, 
we needed food.  For water and fuel, we simply motored into a marina to fi ll up.  We took the laundry 
and garbage into town via our dinghy.   On a typical onshore outing, we dropped the garbage at a 
shoreside garbage can, walked to the local laundromat to put the laundry in to wash, went grocery 
shopping, and then returned to the laundromat to put the clothes in the dryer.  With clean and dry 
laundry in dry-bags and the groceries in plastic bags, we walked back to our little dinghy, which 

PHOTO 3:  2 Th e C&C Sloop .jpg
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Chapter 1 - Zihuantanejo 

could fi ll up surprisingly fast.  Th e only downside was that ice cream couldn’t make it back to the 
sailboat freezer, so every once in a while, we bought ice cream bars and ate them while the clothes 
dried.  As my dad always said, “Where there’s a will, there’s a way!”

Th e sailboat had solar panels hung on the cockpit railings to recharge the batteries.  It also had a 
wind generator to assist in recharging the batteries attached to the stern; it made a whirring sound 
when Jack had it working right.  Th e engine was the main source for battery recharge.  Th e batteries 

Chapter 1 - Zihuantanejo Chapter 1 - Zihuantanejo 
The C & C Sloop
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kept the electrical system working on the boat, and when we were only on sail power, they kept the 
radar and GPS working so we would know where we were and who else was out there with us.  Th e 
cockpit had a canvas cover that kept most of the rain out, so we could stay somewhat dry in the 
cockpit.  It also helped to protect us from the sun, which could be overpowering in the aft ernoons.

Of all the places to learn to sail, Z would not be considered ideal.  Most of our sailing was motor 
sailing because the winds at that time of year did not give us a good sail either out or back to the 

PHOTO: 1006 Sailboat Cockpit .jpg

For the Love of OceansFor the Love of Oceans
Sailboat Cockpit
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Chapter 1 - Zihuantanejo 

harbor.  Lessons were also brief, as Jack was conserving fuel.  I enjoyed sleeping on the boat, with the 
rocking movement from the ocean waves and the ocean air coming in the open hatches, especially 
from the main bow hatch (directly over the v-berth sleeping area) when we had the wind scoop up.  
We could only have the hatch wind scoop up when we were on the boat or when we knew it wasn’t 
going to rain.  With the wind scoop up, the hatch couldn’t be closed from down below.

Chapter 1 - Zihuantanejo 
Sailboat spreaders showing where the guest country f lag is f lown.
This is the Costa Rican f lag

Sailboat Cockpit
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Learning how to catch a wave and bring the dinghy into shore without getting the small infl atable 
swamped and us completely soaked was a must.  Jack would not let me drive or put the roller wheels 
down.  (Th e roller wheels made rolling the dinghy up the sandy or rocky beach easier.)  But it was 
up to me to hop out at just the right time, at just the right place, which was not in front of it where a 
wave could push the dinghy forward and wipe me out.  Once out of the dinghy, I had to match the 
speed with which the waves were pushing it in while keeping the bow straight into shore.  I learned 
that coming to shore inevitably meant getting wet—how wet was up to what clothes I was wearing 

For the Love of Oceans
Zihuantanejo Sailfest

For the Love of Oceans
Parasailer, Zihuantanejo
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Chapter 1 - Zihuantanejo 

and my developing skills.  I quickly learned that a lot of hard work goes on behind the scenes of the 
beauty and mystery of sailing.

Along with almost all the other sailboats in the harbor, Jack and I participated in the Zihuan-
tanejo Sailfest, a fundraiser for a local charity for the children of Z.   Tourists who donated money 
were rewarded with an aft ernoon sail to Ixtapa.  Two couples were selected to spend the aft ernoon 
sailing with us.  It wasn’t much of a true sail, as the winds did not cooperate, so we motor-sailed with 
the sails up.  But we all had fun!

PHOTO:  1004 Sailfest Zihuatanejo .jpg
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I no longer saw the sailboats as just obstacles in the bay for the parasailers.  I quickly immersed 
myself in trying to be a part of a wonderful community of people who were out on the ocean, not 
just looking at it from a scenic viewpoint.  Th ey referred to themselves as “cruisers.”  Th ey were 
mostly couples who shared the dream of cruising together. Th ey were an independent bunch, 
always working on their sailboats in some way.  Th e sailboats were their homes!  And now, for 
me, there were names associated with each sailboat.  Th eir dreams, destinations and stories—oh 
so many stories!   Jack fl ew the American fl ag from the stern of his sailboat at all times.  Th is, I 
learned, was to show the country of origin of each boat.  Th ere were a lot of American fl ags on 
the sailboats in Zihuantanejo, along with one French and one German fl ag.

�
I decided to learn how to scuba dive, joining a class with some of the other cruisers.  Th e 

surface water temperature was close to eighty degrees every day I went diving.  Th e air tempera-
ture was about perfect too: in the mid-80s during the day and in the mid to high 60s in the 
evenings.  It took a week to do all the paperwork and quizzes and learn the water skills.  With a 
small underwater camera in hand, I graduated as an Open Water Scuba Diver with a newfound 
passion for what was under the water.  I was beyond excited!

But it got better!  Jack invited me to sail down the Pacifi c Coast!  He’d heard that Ecuador 
was a wonderful place for cruisers.  His game plan was open-ended.  We might go all the way to 
Ecuador, or we might not.  In any case, he wanted company, as well as a crew member to help on 
the passages.  To my joy, he said he wanted me to be able to go diving in Costa Rica.  Spanish was 
the main language in all the countries we were to visit, and I was much better in conversational 
Spanish than he was.  I was to pay for all the food.  We were to split any extra land travel we did, 
and I would pay for any diving.  He would pay for all fuel and maintenance on the boat.

Before we left , we spent many evenings ashore at my condo gathering provisions for our voyage 
and availing ourselves of the convenience of online ordering so we could have last-minute items 
delivered to my door.  We would soon be looking at the world through the railing of a sailboat!

�

PHOTO: 1003 Parasailer Zihuatanejo .jpg

PHOTO: 3 Sailboat spreaders showing where the guest 
country fl ag is fl own .  Th is is the Costa Rica fl ag .jpg

PHOTO 1005 diving hug .jpg
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Chapter 6 - Costa Rica

Sunset, Gulfo de Nicoya Costa Rica
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Glossary

  Barnacle: Small crustaceans that build a hard shell of lime as they grow and fasten to a 
suitable surface, such as the hull of a boat.

  Berth: A bed or bunk.

  Booby: A large goofy-looking seabird with big blue webbed feet.

  Boom: A horizontal beam extending from the base of the mast. Th e base of the mainsail 
attaches to the boom.

  Bow: Th e front of a boat.

  Buddy boating: More than one boat making a passage in a coordinated, planned fashion.

  Channel 16: VHF Channel 16 is the international distress frequency.  It broadcasts and 
receives worldwide by any VHF radio. It is used for distress and emergency calls, as well as 
for informational broadcasts from the Coast Guard.

  Close-hauled: With sails adjusted to be more eff ective against the wind.  Allows sailing 
when the wind direction is such that sailing would not be possible without tacking.

  Courtesy fl ag: It is the custom when entering or leaving a foreign port, as well as during 
one’s stay, to fl y the colors of that country in the spreaders of a sailboat as a mark of respect. 

  Cockpit: A protected space on deck, usually the place from where a boat is controlled 
or steered.

  Cock valve: A valve that allows or restricts fl ow through a pipe from an external point.
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  Coordinates: Positions and coordinates, latitude, longitude, nautical mile.  Used together, 
latitude and longitude can pinpoint your location.

  Dinghy: Usually an inflatable small boat with a small engine that is used to transport people 
ashore from larger boats.  Also known as an RIB or tender.

  Diurnal winds: A cycle of wind that recurs every 24 hours as a result of one full rotation 
of the earth around its axis.  In our case, these were warm afternoon winds coming off land 
over cooler waters.

  Dry bag: A bag impermeable to water. 

  Furled: Sails wrapped up and stowed.

  Galley: Kitchen.

  Gimbled: A gimbled stove can swing back and forth on two pivot points so it tilts and 
remains level even when the boat is not. This helps keep pots and pans from sliding around 
while the boat is heeling or moving.

  Gulf of Tehuantepec winds: Tehuantepecers or Tehuanos are extreme wind conditions (35 
to 100 knots) produced in the Isthmus of Tehuantepec.  These winds blow south from the 
Gulf of Mexico into the Pacific Ocean through Chivela Pass, the mountain gap across the 
isthmus.  Ocean waves with these wind events come from land and have taken unknowing 
ships out to sea.

  Halyard: The rope that runs up the mast to pull up the mainsail.

  Hanky main: A descriptive term used for a double or triple reef.

  Head: Toilet. 

  Jib: A triangular sail that is set from the bowsprit of the boat and held with a line to the 
midsection in a shape to best catch the wind.

  Keel: A thick, heavy blade sticking down into the water from the hull.  It prevents the boat 
from being blown sideways and holds the ballast that keeps the boat right-side up.
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  Knot: A unit of speed equal to one nautical mile per hour, exactly 1.852 km/h (approxi-
mately 1.151 mph).

  Lee: Sheltered from wind and waves.

  Manual charting: Plotting latitude/longitude on nautical charts based on GPS location.

  Navigation station: The area where radar, radio, GPS, and charts are located.

  Motor sailing: Using the engine to move forward with assist from the sails as wind allows.

  Panga: A hard-sided open boat made of fiberglass or wood with an outboard engine.  Used 
for transporting people or supplies, as well as some calm-water fishing. 

  Passage(s): Traveling many hours at a time (day and night) to get to a safe harbor.

  Phosphorescence: Mistakenly called phosphorescence, bioluminescence is the production 
and emission of light by living organisms, a widespread phenomenon in marine creatures.  At 
sea, it is a luminous glow emanating from millions of tiny marine organisms.

  Port: Left side of the boat looking toward the bow.  Associated with a red light.

  Provisioning: Stocking a boat up with food, equipment, and spare parts.

  Radar reflectors: Metallic devices that help small boats show up on radar screens.

  Rain squall: A sudden and intense wind and rain event.

  Reef in the sail: To reduce the sail area by folding the sail over and securing it to the boom.  
Sails are commonly reefed during wind events.

  Salon: Living space, the sailboat equivalent of a living room.

  Shoal: A sand bar or piece of rising ground forming a shallow place that is a danger 
to navigation.

  Shrouds: Cables or ropes stretched from the masthead to the sides of a sailboat to support 
the mast.
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  Spreader(s): A bar coming off the mast on a sailboat; it is used to spread the shrouds to 
allow them to better support the mast.

  Starboard: Right side of the boat looking toward the bow.  Associated with a green light.

  Staysail: A sail used in very heavy weather to keep the boat moving forward.  Also known 
as a storm sail

  Stern: The rear of a boat.

  Sloop: A sailboat with a single mast, typically having only one headsail in front of the mast 
and one mainsail aft of (behind) the mast.

  Stow: To pack or put away cargo, sails, food, and other gear.

  Tack: To change direction of the boat so the wind will catch the sails and make sailing possible.

  V-berth: Mattresses in the shape of a V to fit the bow of the boat used as a sleeping area.

  Wind auto pilot: The “green” version of an autopilot, helming the boat while consuming no 
power.  The overall concept is simple: a non-electric device mounted on the boat’s transom.  
It has a vane that takes a signal from the wind direction.

  Wind scoop: Fabric in the shape of a scoop that helps funnel air flow through the hatch 
down below into the cabin.

  Yellow quarantine flag: When entering foreign waters, boats must hoist the quarantine flag. 
The “Q” flag is a plain yellow, rectangular flag. Hoisting this flag signals that the vessel is healthy 
and requesting clearance into the country. This flag is flown from the starboard spreader.

  Zarpe: A zarpe is a boat departure clearance, normally obtained from the same customs 
officials who cleared the boat when entering the foreign port.
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About the Author

Growing up in Washington State, the author spent her summers boating, water skiing, swim-
ming, fishing, and crabbing at the family cabin on Port Susan Bay.  As an adult, she was very 
content with her life, raising three children with her husband and living on a small farm in 
Enumclaw.  She had no desire to travel.  When cancer took her husband of 21 years, she struggled 
with what to do next.  But, along with the searching and the struggles came opportunities and 
choices.  Th is book grew out of her choice to reach out of her comfort zone and experience the 
ocean from an unusual viewpoint.  Her journals and photographs have allowed her to share her 
sailing travel experiences with you as part of a planned series, For the Love of Oceans.
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