
“Help me! Please help! I don’t 
have any pants on! Help!”

The woman screaming tried 
desperately to hang on to the fender of her 
decrepit twenty-four-foot cruiser topped 
from bow to stern with her belongings—
junk to the onlooker. Moored in Oakland’s 
Estuary “free” zone or “anchor outs” as they 
were known, she rowed most days from her 
boat to shore alone. No utilities tied her to 

the shore near the I-880 freeway and Coast 
Guard Island. Now she had fallen overboard 
and needed help.

The rest of us in the marina area? We 
paid our monthly fees, grousing when they 
went higher with no additional services. We 
were firmly attached to the shoreline via 
cement walkways, planks, and cords. We had 
hot and cold water, laundry facilities if our 
vessels were large enough, stoves for cooking 

and heating, televisions, and whatever other 
consumer items we thought we required for 
living on the water.

Few, if any of the marina’s residents had 
exchanged communication with the fallen 
woman. She was part of a ne’er-do-well group 
who had begun showing up around the area. 
No one wanted to encourage them. Already 
the marina attracted some interesting 
characters, as they were described, meaning 
that often they looked unkempt, worked 
on their boats leaving spare parts where 
others walked, or engaged in some nefarious 
behavior most residents did not appreciate.

But when she fell in the water, several who 
heard her cries grabbed whatever rowboat or 
skiff they had, rowing quickly to her rescue, 
pants or no pants. The rescue was only one 
of many events occurring there that made it a 
what-will-happen-next sort of place.

When I convey my water living experienc-
es, I question: Am I talking to a seasoned sailor 
who has single-handedly sailed from Hawaii 
to the mainland? Is my listener terrified to do 

more than stick her toe inside a bathtub? Is the 
reader one who views life on the water as one 
extended ocean liner cruise with every need 
or want cared for by someone well equipped 
to handle any situation?

•
My living on the water began on a 
leisurely Sunday afternoon. Friends and I had 
taken a pontoon boat out on Lake Nacimiento 
near California’s central coast. Gliding past a 
bald eagle perched atop a willow, I had one 
of those aha moments, the kind that often 
change our lives.

I asked myself: “Why am I not living on 
the water?” That evening I searched Craigslist 
intently for boats for sale in San Francisco’s 
water regions.

Within a week, I bought a thirty-eight-foot 
River Queen houseboat moored in the Oakland 
Estuary. It lacked sleek lines, but it charmed me. 
Windows all around the salon, three sun decks, 
enough space for me. Despite having a fleet, as 
a friend called them, of inflatable boats, I could 
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When it was time for my 
mother to give birth to 
me, my father rowed her 
on the Ohio River during 
a flood to the hospital. 
At least that’s the story I 
remember being told. That 
meant I should have some 
automatic knowledge of 
water, it would seem.

hardly tell the stern from the aft, a jib from a 
helm. Now I owned a place, and every night I 
rolled gently to sleep on the water.

When it was time for my mother to give 
birth to me, my father rowed her on the 
Ohio River during a flood to the hospital. At 
least that’s the story I remember being told. 
That meant I should have some automatic 
knowledge of water, it would seem. In fact, I 
had little experience with it, barely passing 
swimming class, enrolled only because it was 
a college graduation requirement. I’d once 
tried to talk a friend of mine, one I thought 
needed a challenging project, to purchase 
an old fifty-eight-foot wooden John Alden 
schooner moored in south Florida. But did I 
know what I was doing buying a boat to live 
aboard? Hardly.

The previous owner of the River Queen—
or Aqua Jardine as I came to call her—had 

passed away, leaving it to his family. They 
wanted to rid themselves of it quickly. I and 
the owner’s son met in a parking lot where I 
handed him a check and received the proper 
paperwork. Off I went to meet with the 
moorage representatives, providing evidence 
I would be a respectable moorage tenant.

I paid my fees then looked down to see 
“my” boat nestled between a beat-up wooden 
sailboat and a white fiberglass houseboat on 
one of the moorage arms. I punched the gate 
combination lock and headed toward my new 
home. What experiences would I have in this 
new life? I’d lived briefly in Annapolis where 
I’d become friends with a yacht broker. From 
her, I’d learned a bit of wharfside etiquette 
but only enough for me to know how much I 
had to learn. Would other residents welcome 
or shun me? Would I be safe? What would I do 
if I needed help?

I climbed aboard, unlocked the front door 
behind the bow and stepped into the salon 
or living area complete with the ship’s wheel. 
Opening the shades and looking straight 
ahead, I could see Oakland’s skyline. To the 
left lay San Francisco, complete with the 
Transamerica Pyramid in direct line of sight.

Stepping down two steps, I put my 
computer on the teak table that would serve 
for dining and work then pivoted to the 
kitchen. There was a sink and a coppertone 
two-burner stove with oven nestled beneath 
lace curtains. Surely a previous owner’s 
grandmother had an Austrian house in 
Victorian times and wanted to keep the 
memory alive on the boat. A charming 
contrast to the polished wood-paneled walls.

I hung a few clothes in the two-foot-wide 
closet, tossed a couple pairs of shoes onto 
the teak end table, and slipped onto the one-
person cot. The sink and toilet, or head as it 

is known in nautical terms, were housed in 
one enclosed room, the shower in another. If I 
chose, I could open the back door and shower 
while I watched ducks, herons, and other 
boaters. Of course, they could view me too.

Awaking the next morning, turning on 
my right side, and pulling back the curtain 
to determine the sounds, I saw the energetic 
sculling women, the young ones from the 
East Bay Rowing Club. Every morning they 
huffed and puffed as they followed their 
coxswain’s orders.

•
Some consider folk living on water a 
different breed. There are the old salts, ones 
who have spent most of their lives on water 
somewhere around the world. They don’t 
suffer fools gladly but are usually willing to 

help if needed. Then there are the yachties, 
the ones who pride themselves on having the 
latest gadgets and telling others where they 
have sailed. A mix of other types fill the gaps. 
Probably about a third of the moorage slips 
were occupied by full-time residents. Another 
portion belonged to owners who used their 
sailboats or motorboats occasionally and kept 
them there, while the remainder paid their 
moorage but rarely came to use their boats, 
much less move them. While the moorage 
was protected sufficiently from harsh ocean 
winds, allowing me barely to feel I was living 
on water, it was also a direct hit for a tsunami. 
That many of the boats there had engines 
that no longer worked made the entire scene 
a potential disaster.

John, the unofficial moorage mayor, 
lived in his twenty-four-foot cruiser with 
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no external evidence of the usual niceties. If 
he made an exception and invited you to his 
boat, you’d climb aboard, only to descend 
stairs into a den so dark you could see only 
the computer lights on various screens. In 
addition to sailing around the world, he’d had 
a sail company and knew more about boats 
than the rest of us did put together. I have 
no idea where he slept or cooked. Maybe he 
didn’t, but if you needed help with your boat, 
you went to him. He’d lived there almost two 
decades as had some of the other residents. 
They’d seen the freeway changes, knew about 
changes to Coast Guard Island, and watched 
the sailboat races with their colorful genoas 
flapping in the breezes every Wednesday 
afternoon.

I like clean, I know clean, but I don’t 
do clean very well, and a boat needs to be 
spotless. Soon John lined me up with a 
housekeeper who lived at the marina. One 
day I returned before she had finished the 
job. I discovered the elderly woman had 
brought her boyfriend, another moorage 
resident. She had my carpets on the walkway, 
beating them into cleaner submission. Her 
large hands did not match the size of her tiny 
body. Only weeks later, after she died of a 
brain tumor, did I read that sometimes large 
hands can be related to that devastating 
medical condition.

Looking at other boats can be a full-time 
activity for an owner. Sometimes one looks 
with envy. Other times one gloats as in “my 
boat is better than that one.” “Maybe we 
should add an awning on the upper deck,” we 
say. “We could catch more fish if we installed 
different gizmos on the stern.” “What about a 
stainless-steel barbeque to hang over the rail, 
consuming no floor space?” On and on we go. 
And we haven’t discussed the engine yet. 
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I wasn’t immune to gawking. I wondered 
about the old, dilapidated white motorboat 
across from me, the one with a red shirt 
f lying in the breezes, reminding me of all 
the laundry I’d seen on boats in Asia. The 
Vietnamese owner had not been seen in a 
long time. Never knew what happened to 
him, but eventually his boat disappeared 
from the moorage.

One Saturday morning several tugs and 
cranes arrived at the end of the moorage arm 
next to mine. Massive tongs reached into the 
water, retrieving a liveaboard motorboat that 
had sunk months earlier. Residents appeared 
nonchalant that it had sunk, making me 
aware that boats sinking under mysterious 
circumstances is not an uncommon occur-
rence. Some said her owner had gone to jail, 
possibly for drug smuggling.

My first Saturday night on the boat, I 
opened a turquoise canvas deck chair I’d 
owned for years, perhaps in subconscious 
anticipation of this move to a boat. I placed 
it on the bow, watching the lights of San 
Francisco arrive. Halloween’s Eve it was; 
I remembered as not costumed wearers 
but smartly dressed partiers passed by me, 
trekking down to the historic eighty-four-
foot former military boat at the end of the 
dock. Its owner, proud to show it off, brought 
guests frequently, sometimes young women 
who appeared unrelated to him. I’m sure 
their tours were for historical education 
purposes only.

The Aqua Jardine was as perfect a boat for 
me as I might ever have found, having a deck 
in front, one in the back, and a sundeck above. 
Plenty of space for gardening, sunbathing, 
and yes, fishing. On a relaxing Saturday 
afternoon while I contemplated various life 
issues, I attached bait to a hook and fishing 

line, one end connected to the railing, then 
tossed it over the edge. I lay on my bunk, 
reading, resting, and looking occasionally 
through the back door.

Then the line quivered. A fish nibbled at 
the end of the line. I had caught a fish right 
from my own boat and had not left the marina. 
How cool was that. Small but sufficient to 
make me nearly delirious about my fishing 
success even though I could not identify it. I 
hauled it up, gutted and cleaned it, then went 
to the front of the boat where, months ago, 
I had tossed a few old potatoes into a plant 
container. Now grown into full-sized plants, 
they yielded good-sized red potatoes, perfect 
for dinner with my fish. Now I was living off 
the land and sea.

Once a month, usually on a Tuesday 
evening, classical musicians arrived to join a 
boater on the dock two arms away from me. 
For two or three hours, violins, flutes, and 
clarinets created sounds found usually only 
in symphony halls.

The rescued woman continued living on 
her boat, rowing herself, a big black Labrador, 
and friends back and forth every day. Two 
more boats of questionable sea worthiness 
and one sleek catamaran arrived to moor 
near her, providing me with ever changing 
views.

If I wanted a walk without leaving the 
moorage, I’d saunter the various docks, 
admiring or wondering at fittings captains 
had made to the boats, small or large. John 
kept a tiny pink runabout attached to his 
larger vessel, for what reason I am unsure 
as I never saw him use it or move it. Maybe it 
was just an attention getter as cute was the 
adjective usually attached to it.

Once I peaked in a porthole of a lengthy 
Nodhavn trawler whose crew and passengers 

had abandoned it for an evening on shore. On 
a dark wood paneled wall hung a beautiful 
painting framed in real, or more likely faux, 
gold, creating just a glimpse of envy for me.

Sea life, including batwings, perch, and 
striped bass, lived in the water. Above the 
water lived herons, pelicans, and snowy 
egrets. One time for several days I heard 
a bird off my stern deck. Smaller than the 
usual duck, it was speckled and looked little 
like any bird I knew. It floated, squawking 
continuously, about ten feet away.

My neighbor, a woman who lived on the 
historical wooden boat with her middle-aged 
son, was annoyed by the bird’s continual 
screaming at us. She phoned a government 

or environmental entity, asking for their help 
in quieting the creature. “Even birds have 
mental illness. Let it be,” she was told. A week 
later the deranged creature moved on and 
that was the end of that.

Eventually, I took another job outside 
the country, packed up my books, clothes, 
pots and pans, and allowed someone else to 
experience the joy I had on the Aqua Jardine. 
I left them my extraordinarily long Korean 
fishing pole, a few books I didn’t need, and a 
burgeoning tomato garden. I didn’t tell the 
new owners to keep their pants on in case 
they fell overboard. We all have our own 
lessons to learn—on or off boats—in our own 
way and at the right time. 
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