FIRST CHRISTMAS
AFLOAT

by Bruce Habalisky

(¢ y first Christ-
mas w1thour a
tree,”

thought to myself w1th a
touch a nostalgia. “Not
even a little one. No lights
and no carolers,” I contin-
ued with a sigh. Just then
the freshening southeast
breeze lifted the starboard
rail of Vixen, our 34-foot
sailboat. As we heeled over, I pulled the
tiller and brought my mind back to the
present. It was Christmas Eve day. My
fiancée, Tiffany, and I had just left Vic-
toria and were now heading to the
United States to spend Christmas in
the San Juan Islands.

I reached over to trim the jib, then
scanned the expanse of the Strait of
Juan de Fuca for any signs of a fellow
Christmas cruiser. On the horizon I
could see a freighter heading for sea;
other than that we were all alone. To
the south stood the Olympic Moun-
tains thick with snow, and to the north,
the rocky Saanich Peninsula of Vancou-
ver Island. This was to be our first
Christmas living aboard, and we had
decided to make the most of it. True,
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below sea level). Some-
times in the excitement to
share our new lifestyle we
would invite friends over

Bruce Habalisky’s Vixen.

we would miss the carolers and the oth-
er more traditional aspects of the holi-
day, but it seemed a small price to pay if
we could find a quiet harbor away from
the rush of the city. Our destination
was Deer Harbor on Orcas Island.

As we rounded Trial Island and fell
off the wind to run through Cadboro "
Passage, the pleasure of the moment hit
me with full force — I was on my own
boat sailing to the San Juan Islands for
Christmas with Tiffany. How much
could change in a year! It had only
been last February that we had moved
aboard. Both of us had loved it from
the start. The compactness of our living
space gave it a feeling of living in your
ultimate childhood tree fort (except for
the fact that a large portion of it was

for dinner to show them
our home. Most admired
it. Others would stare
wide-eyed in amazement
at the paucity of space, the
lack of a shower and hot
water, then look at us as if
we had slipped into the
world of the mentally addled. Appat-
ently, living aboard was not for every-
one.

Once out into Haro Strait, Vixen
took off downwind towards San Juan Is-
land and Roche Harbor, where we
would have to clear customs. We came
in under sail, then motored to the cus-
toms dock. In the winter, without the
hoards of summer boaters, Roche Har-
bor felt strangely empty. The customs
office was closed, but over the phone
some officials agreed to drive from the
town of Friday Harbor to check our
passports and clear the boat.

Soon two agents arrived. One
checked our papers while the other
searched Vixen. After half an hour,
while we waited on shore, the customs
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