The Devil Rock of Bequia
 Greek mythology is full of references to marine hazards created by demonic malevolence. As my husband and I drooled over Caribbean advertising for charter sailboats in the Caribbean, evil spirits were far from our expectations. We thought something more benign had lured us southward for a tropical vacation. .
On a beautiful cloudless day we set sail from St. Vincent’s Blue Lagoon in our chartered sailboat. Charter companies prohibit their customers from navigating the tortuous, narrow channel to the harbor exit, so a company pilot took us out. After we cleared the harbor, the pilot waved a hand in the general direction of Bequia, a distant shadow jutting out of the sea, and said, “Enjoy sailing. See you next week.” Then he took a flying leap into his dinghy and zipped away.

The cruise to Bequia was brief. The diminutive inter-island distances in the Grenadines might even entice some intrepid cruisers to navigate by line of sight. Not us. We proudly perused our charts and used a handheld GPS to plot our progress across the inter-island channel between St. Vincent and Bequia. Arriving at the entrance to Admiralty Bay before noon, we rejected the idea of dropping anchor at midday. We were having too much fun.
We took another look at the chart. Bequia, one of the larger islands in the Grenadines chain, is only seven miles long. Its widest point, about a half mile, would not support a respectable wakeup jog. We made a sailorly calculation and concluded that if we sailed around the island, we would still return to the harbor entrance well before 4PM, our charter curfew.  

We felt so free. We cruised past the south end of the island, ogling the tiny islets and jutting rocks that stretch out southward from Bequia like the tail of a kite. The scale of everything was small. Someone might have fashioned this place on a learner scale, just for us. 
We rounded the last speck and began to cruise north. It was exhilarating. To starboard, lay the Atlantic Ocean. The big ocean. The breeze filling our sail might have started its life in Portugal. We stayed well away from the rocky shore, because the strong onshore wind that made for such delightful sailing could just as easily throw us onto the rocks. We were ecstatic to be sailing in a real ocean.  
We were, nonetheless, extremely careful. With cruising guide in hand, we ogled the passing scene. The houses at Moon Hole looked like an alien world. Friendship Bay invited exploration, but we were on a mission. We passed cliffs and waterfalls. We saw waves crashing against the igneous cliffs we carefully avoided. The spray energized our excitement.  
We rounded Brute Point and caught our first glimpse of a dark promontory with the ominous name Point Diable. The cruising guide warned us about winds and currents around this stony headland. As the misty cape resolved visually into solid rock we eyed it warily. It looked pretty innocent. We knew to steer clear of rocky shores, even if the surrounding water is deep. You never know when a rogue current or a gust of wind will propel the boat where it ought not to go.

We took a GPS reading and plotted our location. The windward islands are known for reliable easterlies at about 18 knots, and we were immediately lulled by that apparent stability. We projected our course. We calculated that our heading would very comfortably take us past Point Diable and Man Point, setting us up for an easy turn around the northern end of the island. We appeared to be on the right course for success. The sails, the rig, the helm – everything seemed quite in tune.

It was comfortable, almost mesmerizing. We glanced forward frequently, but we did not want to miss the passing sights. Suddenly I observed that the bow was pointed directly at the headland we most wanted to avoid. How had that happened? It was a considerable distance to the frightful outcropping, plenty of time to adjust. Nevertheless, I did feel startled.  
I looked at Larry, and his mouth hung open. “What happened?” he said. “Last time I checked, we were definitely on course to miss this point.”

Well, that made two of us. There was plenty of time for a course change, but we did not think we should dawdle. Larry attempted a starboard adjustment. Then we realized that the wind had turned slightly more north than east. Taking advantage of our comfortable inattention, it had gained speed. We struggled to get close to that wind. We trimmed the main, adjusted the jib, and we watched as the boat settled into a new course. Hmmm. Looked good.
Warned by experience to doubt our assumptions, we followed the sailor’s admonition to “keep a sharp eye,” even though we felt that we were in good shape. We took our position on the handheld GPS, plotted it on the chart, and made a projection. Ahhh. We would miss the devilish rock. We settled down and cruised for a few minutes, before educated paranoia made me look forward intently. I stood up and peered at the bow. Yet again, the bow pointed directly at the black monster.  

At this time, we our sailing resume contained four years of experience. However, with the exception of our sailing school cruise, we had sailed only inland lakes. We knew to be wary of points on those lakes, but we knew nothing about Atlantic headlands. Despite our careful course adjustments, we were dead on course to crash into this demonic boulder. We began to speculate that we might be fighting a rogue current as well as the wind.
We decided to tack, planning to sail just far enough out to sea that the return tack would carry us past the evil cliff and the island’s northernmost point. This decision did not go well. Not only were we inexperienced on the ocean. We were also inexperienced on this boat. We turned into the wind. The bow fought its way around, the jib luffed and crossed. It filled. We thought the boat was about to settle on the new tack when we felt a strong gust, or maybe it was an evil spirit. Something grabbed us with irresistible force. The bow continued its turn. Suddenly we were facing south, from whence we had come, but the boat refused to slow down. The lee shore appeared ahead, a terrifying prospect, but we could not stop there, either. We continued the inexorable turn, and to our dismay we soon faced the demonic boulder again. By this time it had assumed colossal proportions.  

To complicate matters, the sky had become overcast, then black. A death dance of wind and water threatened to dash us against that devil rock. While we were worrying about our course, the waves had become chaotic. They looked huge and ferocious to a pair of heretofore landlocked sailors. It was time to call on a power that could compensate for our deficits. It was time, as real sailors say, to hoist the iron jib.  

Larry pressed the start button for the auxiliary diesel. The engine made not a sound. The wind grew fiercer, the cliff loomed monstrous, and the waves seethed. The engine was silent. I was terrified.  

One of Larry’s endearing traits is that he does not panic. I shouted, “We have to do something.” Larry ignored me. He was busy examining the gearshift. On our trailerable sailboat, the auxiliary was an outboard motor. After four years we were comfortable that we understood it even in the deepest darkness. We were not so comfortable with the gearshift of this big diesel. By the end of our cruising week, I had learned to use it safely and successfully, but in the chaos of our first crisis, I fell apart. Larry might have been confused, too, for all I knew, but he was not hyperventilating. “What can we do?” I shouted into the gale, which immediately carried my words to that giant, looming, fiendish rock.

“Ah!” said Larry, pushing the start button. I will never forget the comforting rumble and the promise of power I heard then. The gearshift had been set to forward, neither us knew when or why. Larry simply reset it to neutral and pressed the magic button. 

The massive boulder loomed large. The boat ran beam to the wind, which grabbed our freeboard like a sail, forcing us ever closer to the fearsome monster. Larry turned the wheel toward the wind, but the boat did not respond immediately. I could feel my stomach tightening as we started the turn, slightly, slowly, delicately making headway against the wind that was whipping the whitecaps surrounding us to a froth
The monstrous bluff that was Point Diable began to fall away to port. Yet I almost thought I saw it move to meet us as we turned. The engine powered our propeller, and the propeller fought with the roiling waves. Finally, we saw the infernal boulder gently, gently, ever too slowly slide by and eventually fall behind us. 

I still thought the sepulchral apparition shrinking in our wake might somehow transport itself by fiendish powers into our path, or perhaps it would project a supernatural tractor beam to drag us back again. I kept my eye on that demonic rock. However, as the black monster faded into the distance, the storm also faded. Black clouds lightened and began to break up. The waves subsided. Eventually the devil rock was just a far-away misty outcrop. We had escaped. The wind fell to a dead calm.  
All my life I have heard seagoing legends about rocks and whirlpools and singing spirits that lure sailors into danger. I always thought they were myths. After this experience, I am convinced that there are things about the sea that science will never explain.
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