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rowing the ATLANTIC





one THE UNLIKELY ADVENTURER


a gale is blowing, and the small marina of La Gomera is haunted by a restless energy. The wind whistles through the yachts’ rigging with a whispered scream, and the halyards clank mournfully against the masts as the boats jostle and strain at their mooring ropes as if yearning to be at sea. It takes only a small effort of the imagination to picture the ghosts of ancient mariners flitting among the tethered vessels, urging them to throw off their lines and leave the safety of the harbor to dare the open ocean.


Lined up alongside a pontoon on the landward side of the marina is a cluster of strange, mastless boats. They huddle together for mutual support like the oddball branch of a family at a wedding, shunned by their elegant, affluent cousins. In the darkness it is just possible to make out their unconventional livery of gaudy colors and loud patterns—one painted with huge multicolored polka dots, another with the black-and-white splotches of a Friesian cow, others in green, or orange, or hot pink.


These boats do not appear to yearn for the open ocean as their masted relatives do. In fact, they appear barely seaworthy. They have no sails and no engine; their only means of propulsion is by oar, powered by human muscle. And one of them, the Sedna Solo, belongs to me.


It is the evening of Tuesday, November 29, 2005, the night before the start of the Atlantic Rowing Race, and I am sitting cross-legged on the floor of Sedna’s tiny cabin, feeling her bump against the pontoon on one side and another rowboat on the other. My ears strain against the howl of the wind for any sounds of scraping or chafing against the structure of my precious craft, and I pop my head out of the hatch every few minutes, into the darkness of the blustery night, to make sure Sedna’s fragile hull is not suffering damage.


The next day, twenty-six crews will set out to row three thousand miles across the Atlantic Ocean, from the Canary Islands, a few miles from the west coast of Africa, to Antigua in the Caribbean. They will make no landfall on the way, nor will they be resupplied. Every crew has to be entirely self-sufficient for the duration of the crossing.


The race organizers describe this as “The World’s Toughest Rowing Race,” and in a modern world where superlatives are losing their impact, in this case the superlative is no exaggeration. Many previous attempts have foundered due to storms, breakages, injury, psychological problems, and catastrophic capsizes. Some ocean rowers have even paid the ultimate price. The pages of statistics on the website of the Ocean Rowing Society include a short but poignant list of names, titled “Lost at Sea.”


What reward awaits the winner? Nothing but a cheap medal and the knowledge that they have done something out of the ordinary.


Unsurprisingly, ocean rowing is not a majority sport. Since records began, fewer than three hundred people have rowed across the Atlantic, with most of them crossing in crews of two, although there have also been a few crews of four and, out there at the lunatic fringe of this most lunatic of sports, a tiny minority of people who chose to go it alone, adding the psychological challenge of solitude to the already formidable physical, technical, financial, and logistical challenges of rowing an ocean.


For reasons that make perfect sense to me, but to few of my friends and family, I have chosen to try to join this obscure tribe of individualists. I will be the only solo female entrant in this year’s Atlantic Rowing Race, and the first solo woman ever to compete in the event since it was first held in 1997. Five other women have rowed solo across the Atlantic, but those have all been independent expeditions—no woman has before pitted herself against other crews.


I ponder on this sobering fact as I sit in my cabin, rocking gently with the movement of the boat as the strong wind ruffles the usually calm waters of the sheltered marina. From the moment, fourteen months ago, when I first decided that I was going to do this, I have thought of little else. And yet, have I really thought about it at all? I have thought about what equipment I need, what food to bring, what course to navigate—but I still really have no idea what I am letting myself in for. There is nothing in my previous life that has prepared me for the reality of spending between fifty and one hundred and twenty days alone on the ocean. I know very little about what lies ahead. Until the race begins, my immediate future is simply unknowable.


In case you have formed the impression that I am some kind of athlete, adventurer, or adrenaline junkie, I should make clear at the outset my near total lack of qualifications for this undertaking.


First, I am not naturally sporty. If there is such a thing as a runner’s high, then it has so far eluded me. I get a quicker, easier high from a chocolate chip cookie than I do from a twenty-mile run and I only took up rowing in college so I could eat more without putting on weight. If you were to pass me in the street, you would not take me for an athlete. Most rowers are tall and powerfully built. I am neither. I am just under five-foot-four, with an unfortunate tendency to tubbiness.


I am also not naturally adventurous. I had spent most of my adult life working in an office—eleven years as a project manager in the information technology industry—before deciding at age thirty-six to reinvent myself as an adventurer.


Many explorers give the impression that they emerged from the womb with ice axe, kayak paddle, or trekking pole already in hand, and it is merely a matter of time before they live out their preordained destiny. During the many years that I was an armchair adventurer, enjoying books about polar explorers, mountaineers, and round-the-world sailors, it seemed to me that these people were a breed apart, some kind of superspecies specially bred to cope with danger and extreme conditions without so much as a flicker of their steely-eyed gaze. With few exceptions they were mostly men, so I seemed to lack all the credentials to be an adventurer—physical stature, bottomless courage, and a frost-encrusted beard. Female role models were in short supply, and for most of my life it did not occur to me that I could ever join this intrepid elite of daredevils.


And yet here I am, about to row across a huge expanse of ocean, alone and unsupported. For however long it takes me to row three thousand miles, I will have nobody to rely on but myself. Rowing the Atlantic will be a huge leap of faith—or folly.


The cabin of my specially designed rowboat is cozily lit by the yellow glow from the chart light, and the red LED of my camcorder is on. I am supposed to be taping my video journal, but I don’t know what to say. I search inside myself, trying to find words to describe how I feel about the challenge that lies ahead. I am not excited. I am not fired up on adrenaline. If I really think about it, I can summon up a faint flutter of nerves, but my overriding sensation is one of wonderment that I have made it this far, and a reluctance to think too deeply about what is to come lest I scare myself out of it. I start to talk.


“This is where it stops being about spreadsheets and designs and rowing on a rowing machine. This is where it starts being about rowing on the Atlantic Ocean,” I say to the little red light. “I’m not sure if I really understand the full implications of that yet. If I did, I suspect I’d be doing the sensible thing and running a mile in the opposite direction. Why am I doing this? What is it all for?”


I pause for a moment, uncertain of the answer to my rhetorical question.


“So a bunch of lunatics decide to go row an ocean,” I continue. “Big deal. Why should anybody else care? But they do. When I’ve been working on my boat here in La Gomera, this small island in the Canaries, just off the coast of Morocco, I often turn around to find a small crowd of people watching. They seem to be fascinated, asking questions and taking photos. This challenge somehow seems to strike a chord with them even though they would never want to do it themselves. Maybe we need people who are willing to go out and do something a bit crazy, just to make everyone else believe that they could do something extraordinary, too, if they wanted to. Maybe it reminds us that anything is possible, and our only limits are the ones we place on ourselves.”


I hit the off button. I’m not sure who I am trying to convince—myself or a hypothetical audience. Is there any sense at all in what I am doing, or is it all just a spectacular waste of time, effort, and a modest-sized divorce settlement?


Deep down I know that this project is perfect for me. I may be struggling to put it into words, but I feel that this is exactly the right thing to do, and the right time to be doing it, and that rowing the Atlantic is the logical, almost inescapable conclusion to the series of defining moments in my life that have brought me to this place.


I lean back and try to find a comfortable sitting position. I fail. At its widest my cabin is about the width of a queen-size bed, but tapered down at the boat’s stern to a mere one foot across. If I sit at the highest part, in front of the circular hatch that leads out to the rowing cockpit, I can just about sit upright. On either side of me the ceiling curves down toward the floor of the cabin.


My living quarters are cramped, but they are well organized. I survey with satisfaction my tiny home—the plastic box containing my dehydrated rations for the first week, the wooden control panel with its array of instruments—the small screen of a Global Positioning System chart plotter, a marine radio, a stereo amplifier. Below the control panel cabinet is a small yellow waterproof case that houses a palmtop computer and satellite phone. Once I am out of sight of land, this phone will be my only means of communication. As well as delivering the usual voice and text services, I can also use it as a modem for the computer so that I can post dispatches to my website, sending photos and text via the network of satellites that orbit the earth.


I fiddle restlessly, rearranging a few of the small items stowed in the fabric wall pockets—pens, recharger cables, notebook, sunglasses—and straighten the sleeping bag on the thin mattress of my bunk. I look at the jumbled array of notes and photographs Velcroed to the cabin wall, laminated in plastic to protect them from seawater.


The notes mostly describe emergency procedures—Mayday calls, how to deploy a life raft, reminders on how to use a VHF radio. I have never been to sea alone before, and I want to be sure that even if I am sleep-deprived and panic-stricken I won’t forget what to do.


Among the photos is a passport-sized picture of the blond, good-looking guy that I have been dating. He is the apprentice from the boatyard in England that fitted out my boat. Cute, smart, fun. And nineteen years old, just half my age. He joined me here in La Gomera for a week and provided a welcome distraction, as well as practical assistance in putting the finishing touches to my boat. But as the start of the race approached I became increasingly preoccupied, and to our mutual relief, he left a few days ago to go home. In retrospect it seems a little undignified for me to be involved with somebody so young. Am I turning into a female version of the male midlife crisis cliché? A pretty and significantly younger partner, a radical change of life direction, an expensive new toy. The only difference is that my toy is a not a shiny new Porsche but a gleaming, sleek, silver ocean rowing boat.


Next to the boyfriend is a photo of my mother, Rita, and a photo of me and my younger sister, Tanya, in the back garden at Mum’s small house in the north of England. The picture was taken as a present for my father, a Methodist minister, on his seventy-fifth birthday just over a year ago. We framed it and placed it on the nightstand next to his hospital bed in Leeds General Infirmary, where he lay dying. He had suffered a stroke three weeks previously, and would die three weeks after his birthday. Since his death I have become much closer to my mother. I look at her smiling serenely back at me from her photo on the cabin wall, and silently thank her for being there for me and, despite her recent widowhood, for finding the strength to give her wholehearted support to my endeavor.


I wonder when I will see my friends and family again, and whether I will miss them during my self-imposed solitary confinement. I think about the other things I will miss—mountains and landscapes, the sound of the wind in the trees, crisp sheets on a bed that stays still, hot showers, freedom and spontaneity, fresh fruit and vegetables, iced drinks, coffee shops and cookies. I sigh. I haven’t even left shore yet, and already I am yearning to return to terra firma.


But, I remind myself, this is my perfect project, the logical culmination of the changes that I have been making in my life over the previous few years. I have come a long way already—from a dissatisfied office worker, miserable and unfulfilled in the routine of her workday life, to someone who is starting to believe that her dreams can come true. The ocean seems to offer many things that I want right now: peace and quiet, a chance to think and reflect on the tumultuous changes of the last few years, and an opportunity to find out who I am and what I can do. I have high hopes for the voyage. And in place of the things I will miss, I expect to find new pleasures—seeing stars thousands of miles from the nearest light pollution, cloud watching, time alone with my thoughts, a fresh perspective on the world and on myself, the joy of routine and discipline, satisfaction in rising to new challenges, self-sufficiency, self-confidence and self-awareness—high hopes indeed, and only time will tell if they will be fulfilled.


This story is my attempt to describe those hopes and what became of them, to explain what drove a thirty-eight-year-old office worker to abandon home, husband, and a comfortably secure existence to seek adventure on the high seas; I’d also like to try to pass on a few of the lessons that I learned during my journey—about life, about myself, and about what it takes to make a dream come true.





two PASSING THE POINT OF NO RETURN


the flat gray light of early dawn was spreading slowly across my cabin from the aft hatch above my head when my eyes flickered open on Wednesday, November 30. Race day had arrived. I had slept fitfully the night before, my mind churning over details that I had already pondered a thousand times, until I wanted to knock myself unconscious just to get off the repetitive treadmill of my thoughts.


By the time I had eaten my breakfast of fruit and yogurt—making the most of fresh food while I could—the sun had risen and the marina was waking up to the arrival of rowers and their entourages of families and friends. As the sun rose higher in the sky, the energy level in the marina rose, too. The air seemed charged with the cumulative tension of all sixty competitors, until it became too intense for my comfort. I decided to go somewhere less oppressive with expectancy and took myself into town on a spurious errand to get some coffee.


I found a café in the town square and sat in the shade of the trees outside to sip my cup of sweet coffee, killing time and calming myself. I watched some children running and playing in the sunshine, calling to each other and playing hide-and-seek around the sturdy tree trunks. The normality of the scene seemed surreal and strange. My sense of anticipation, mixed with a fair dose of trepidation, was so strong that it seemed that the children should be able to see it and feel it like an aura radiating from me, filling the entire town square. To my agitated mind it seemed inappropriate that they were behaving as if this was a day just like any other, when for me it was such a momentous watershed. I felt like an alien, separated from the ordinary world, letting go of the ties that bound me to it as I prepared for the biggest adventure of my life.


I finished my cup of coffee and walked slowly back to the marina. When I arrived at my boat, the representative from the watermaker company was waiting for me. This made me nervous. The watermaker was without a doubt the most important piece of equipment I had on board. During the months ahead this would be my main source of fresh water for drinking, washing, and reconstituting freeze-dried meals. If the watermaker failed, I had seventy-five liters (twenty gallons) of water stowed in plastic bottles below decks. This reserve supply would buy me time while I tried to fix the problem, or to call for a resupply if I failed. The bottled water doubled as ballast; by stowing it as far down as possible in the hull it kept the vessel’s center of gravity low and would help the boat to self-right if it capsized. If the watermaker failed and I ran out of ballast water, I also had a backup manual watermaker, but this was truly a last resort as it would take several hours a day to manually pump enough water to keep me alive. Four hours of pumping as well as twelve hours of rowing would be a punishing schedule, so I was desperately eager that the watermaker should perform reliably. I’d invested £3,500 (about $7,000 U.S.) for the most expensive but most efficient and dependable watermaker on the market, which was now installed in a hatch beneath my rowing position. The machine consisted of a pipe connected to an intake hole in the hull of my boat. This pipe would draw in seawater, which would then pass through a series of increasingly fine filters and a reverse osmosis membrane to extract sediment, pollutants, and salt, until the water was purer than most tap water.


A few days earlier the watermaker representative had come to inspect my installation and had found that I was missing an important control valve that would allow me to flush the system with fresh water to keep it clean. We had resolved the issue, I thought, but now, just hours before the race was to start, here he was again, and he wanted to install a new filter. I was reluctant to let him touch it. This last-minute tweaking was rattling my confidence. But he was supposedly the expert, so I let him go ahead.


“Don’t start it up yet,” he advised. “The water here in the marina is too mucky and will just gunk up your new filter. Wait until you get a mile or so out into the open water and then start it up. Don’t worry about it—it’ll be fine.”


There was now just one hour before the race was due to start, and time was starting to accelerate as the long-awaited moment approached. I retreated to my cabin to change into my race day outfit. I had been urged by my ocean rowing mentors to bulk up in advance because most ocean rowers lose a lot of weight during the crossing. I was about fifteen pounds over my usual weight and it felt strange, as if I’d woken up one morning in somebody else’s body. I had some smart new sports outfits of Lycra shorts and crop top, donated by Fourth Element, a sponsor, but I was self-conscious about the extra weight I had gained in the run-up to the race and there was no way I was going to appear in a sports bikini until I was well out of sight of land. So I put on an old blue tank top and a pair of calf-length running pants. I tied my hair back into a ponytail and topped it with a baseball cap to keep the sun out of my eyes.


I turned on the amplifier and scrolled through the playlists on my iPod to find the compilation I’d prepared for today, titled “Launch.” “Shine on You Crazy Diamond” by Pink Floyd issued from the speakers positioned inside the cabin and outside in the cockpit. The words seemed uncomfortably poignant.


Come on you target for faraway laughter,


Come on you stranger, you legend, you martyr, and shine!


Were faraway people laughing at me? I wondered. I suddenly saw my grand adventure in a different light, and felt faintly sick at the thought of how it might appear to others. I am just an ordinary woman. I’m not an adventurer. Anything could happen to me out there. I must look ridiculous. I had thought this was an inspired dream, but is it instead the height of arrogance and stupidity?


I thought to myself, come on, you crazy diamond—this is not a productive line of thought only a few minutes before the start. I pushed the negative voice of Self-Doubt away and reemerged from my cabin into the bright sunlight.


Some of the more gregarious rowers were ambling along the pontoon, wishing luck to the other competitors and hugging them good-bye. Others were keeping to themselves, focusing on last-minute preparations or just sitting quietly and thinking about what lay ahead. I didn’t mind thanking the passing well-wishers but I didn’t go out of my way to be sociable. I felt subdued and introverted and couldn’t think what words would be appropriate to the occasion. “Good luck—have a good one” seemed too low-key. Not knowing what to say, I mostly kept my mouth shut.


The weather was warm and sunny, with a helpful breeze coming from the northeast. The crews were due to be sent off one at a time from the pontoons, to row out of the marina and into the harbor. The race start was an imaginary line drawn between the end of the harbor wall and a buoy. The boats would assemble behind the line and synchronize their approaches, aiming to cross it as the starter gun fired at eleven o’clock.


I was scheduled to be last to leave the pontoons—probably because I was the only solo woman competing in the race, and hence expected to be the slowest rower and the race organizers, Woodvale, didn’t want me to obstruct the twenty-five other crews. Those crews comprised a solo man, two crews of four men, two crews of four women, and twenty pairs of various configurations of the sexes.


I didn’t like being the last to cast off. I knew that over the days, weeks, and months ahead, a few minutes lost at the start line would make no practical difference, but psychologically it didn’t feel good to be playing catch-up from the very beginning. I was aware that others simply assumed that I would be last to finish, so I could have lowered my sights and conformed to their expectations. But I hoped to do better.


One by one, the other crews cast off their mooring lines and paddled out of the marina. At last it was my turn. The marina was quiet and deserted. All the well-wishers were now standing on the harbor wall, facing out toward the start line and waving the crews off. Since my support team—namely my mother—had had to leave a few days earlier, my only companion was a blond forty-something Swedish journalist called Astrid who had interviewed me the day before and had offered to untie my boat lines for me.


I set up my camcorder on its mount on the roof of my cabin so I could tape the start of the race. I pressed the record button and took my seat. I pulled on my white kangaroo-skin rowing gloves, a donation from Kakadu, an Australian sponsor. I put my oars in the oarlocks and closed the oarlock gates to hold them in place, taking my time and tightening the nut securely. At my word, Astrid cast off the lines and pushed me away from the pontoon. As my boat drifted out between the lines of moored yachts, I strapped my feet onto the footplate and grasped the textured rubber grips of the oars. I took a deep breath to gather myself, swung forward on my sliding seat, placed my blades in the water, and drew cleanly through to the finish of the stroke—legs, body, and arms coordinating in the familiar motion. My imagination briefly flickered forward to the many miles that lay ahead and I felt dizzy with the thought that this was the first stroke of about a million I would take between here and Antigua.


I paddled slowly and carefully along the alley of moored yachts, trying not to hit anything, blowing my breath out through my pursed lips to try and keep myself calm. Rowers sit facing backward, so I had to keep craning my neck around to see where I was going. As well as watching out for my bows, I had to keep glancing up to make sure that the array of antennae on the roof of my cabin didn’t collide with any overhanging bowsprits, the long spars that extend from the bows of sailing boats at a perfect height to ambush passing ocean rowboats. I slowed down as I approached the end of the avenue of boats and stuck one blade hard into the water to pivot myself around the corner. Once I had turned through ninety degrees I started rowing slowly again, along an even narrower channel that would take me out of the marina. People on their yachts, some of the voices familiar from the last few days, called out to wish me luck. I smiled and called back, thanking them for their good wishes. Distracted, I wasn’t paying attention to where I was going. Too late I saw a yacht’s long bowsprit projecting out over the water. I clunked it with the tall thin rod of my radar enhancer (an electronic device for making me show up more clearly on the radar of any passing ships) and swore at myself for being so clumsy. Mr. Self-Critical joined Mr. Self-Doubt among the negative voices in my head.


I made it out of the marina and into the harbor, where the other boats were already waiting. I checked my watch. Still a few minutes to go. Other rowboats were nearby, and that gave me a fragile sense of security. I fussed around, making a few last-minute adjustments to the footplate. This was my steering mechanism, and I was supposed to be able to lock it into a neutral position when I wanted to go straight, but the lock refused to hold fast. I had wedged a block of wood under the footplate so I could hold a steady course, but it kept shifting under the pressure of my foot. If only I’d had time for more sea trials, I thought ruefully, but time had run out and now I just had to go with what I had.


I looked up from my fidgeting to find that the other boats had moved off toward the start line. The race hadn’t even begun, and already I was getting left behind. Fighting to quell my rising anxiety, I paddled hard, trying to catch up. The crew of a passing yacht sounded their horn and wished me bon voyage. They, too, were heading west. “See you in Antigua,” I called cheerily, trying to fill my voice with a confidence that was rapidly evaporating.


The starting horn sounded from the Woodvale yacht. The Atlantic Rowing Race 2005 had begun. And I wasn’t yet at the starting line. The other crews were racing off and leaving me behind. “Calm down,” I tried to convince myself. “You’ve got three thousand miles to go. A hundred yards now isn’t going to make any difference.”


But there was an urgency to my paddling as I rowed south out of the harbor and turned west along the coastline, my bow now pointing toward my far-distant destination. I looked over my shoulder to see where the other boats were, but all I could see was a row of rapidly receding dots on the horizon, almost lost in the glare of the bright sunshine ricocheting harshly off the wind-ruffled water. The videotape would show me rowing strongly, looking focused and determined, but inside I felt panicked and nervous. This was it. This was really it. From now on, it was just me, Sedna, and the ocean.


The day was warm and I was soon covered in a sheen of sweat. The waves were getting bouncier outside the harbor, and I grew hot and uncomfortable. I was already looking forward to my first break from rowing.


After about an hour I decided to stop and try out the watermaker. I stowed the oars and opened the hatch below my rowing seat. I turned the black pressure dial to low pressure for the initial run-through, according to the instructions I had received just that morning. Had I turned it enough? I wasn’t sure. I reached into my cabin to switch on the watermaker’s power supply at the control panel. The red light came on to show that the electricity was flowing. The machine whirred loudly for five seconds and then stopped.


Damn.


I turned off the power supply and turned it back on again. Nothing. I adjusted the pressure valve and tried again. Still nothing.


This couldn’t be happening. Surely not so early on in the race. After all my preparations and all my training and all my hard work, I couldn’t be out of the race almost before it had started. Was this going to be the shortest ocean row ever? The panic and humiliation began to rise.


I fiddled around some more, trying to coax the machine into life. The water was getting rougher, and I was starting to feel queasy with seasickness. This was not good timing. I had more important matters on my mind. I needed to get this watermaker working, or my Atlantic attempt would be over. The anxiety swelled in my chest, but I tried to push it back down so I could think straight. What would a real adventurer do in this situation? I pulled out the instruction manual and consulted the troubleshooting guide, but rapidly eliminated all possible causes of the problem. Why do troubleshooting guides never cover the particular problem that you have? Just whose troubles are they trying to shoot? Not mine, that was for sure. I cursed all writers of technical manuals, and cursed myself for not being more technically competent.


I realized I was going to have to ask for help, embarrassing as that might be, and reluctantly decided to call one of the support yachts. These two sailing boats would accompany the race for its full duration and would be the first people to contact with any problems. They may not be in a position to help directly—they had to support twenty-six boats scattered across half an ocean, so they could be up to a week’s sail away—but they were contactable twenty-four hours a day, seven days a week, either by VHF (very high frequency) marine radio, if they were nearby, or by satellite phone, in the more likely event that they were outside the very limited range of the VHF.


Right now they would still be within the range of the VHF—as would all the other crews, who would no doubt witness my embarrassing confession that, just one hour into the race, I was already having to ask for help. Reluctantly I picked up the handset from its cradle on the control panel, and almost whispering in the ridiculous hope that nobody else would hear me, I issued a call on the open race channel.


“This is Sedna Solo, Sedna Solo, Sedna Solo, calling Aurora, Aurora, Aurora. Come in Aurora. Over.”


After a moment’s pause, “Sedna Solo, this is Aurora. What can we do for you? Over.”


“My watermaker seems not to be working. It used to work, but we changed a filter on it this morning, and now nothing is happening. Any ideas?”


A moment of silence, during which I imagined the crew of the Aurora rolling on the deck with helpless laughter at my incompetence. Mr. Self-Critical was having a field day in my head.


“Have you checked that the power supply is turned on?”


“Yes.” Give me a break. I may not be technical, but I had at least thought to check that.


“And the water valve is open?”


“Yes.”


“Roz, this is George.” A familiar voice butted into the conversation. George was a member of one of the two men’s fours competing in the race and had become a good friend over the previous summer when we had spent time together during the weeklong Henley Royal Regatta. He had rowed alongside me on a rowing simulator in the pouring rain of an English summer’s day while I attempted to raise sponsorship for my race entry fee.


Uh-oh. If George was listening, then probably most of the other competitors had also heard my pathetic plea for help. They’d all know I was a helpless female, having to call for assistance. Great.


“Hiya, George. This is rather embarrassing. I’m having a bit of bother with my watermaker.”


“So I heard. I’ve got an idea. It might be that you’ve got a big air bubble in the system because of changing that filter. You might need to prime it. Try unscrewing the filter and fill it up with water, then put it back on and try again.”


“Oh, OK. I’ll give that a go. Thanks.”


I hung up the VHF radio mouthpiece and went back out into the cockpit to the watermaker hatch. Unscrew the filter, he’d said. Right.


The filter sat in a clear plastic cylindrical cup, closed at the bottom and fitting into the watermaker system at the top, so that it hung down from its fitting. It had been screwed in tightly by the company rep, and it was a struggle to undo it, especially as my boat was tipping from side to side on the waves and my nausea was increasing by the minute. After a struggle I managed to get it undone and filled the cylindrical cup with water from a jerry can. Then I had to screw it back on. This was much harder. It was fiddly to get the thread of the screw aligned correctly. I was crouching on the deck of my boat, bottom up, head down in the small hatch, trying to line up the thread on the filter cup. The boat was pitching and my stomach was lurching. Each time I nearly got it lined up, the boat would tip and I would cross-thread the alignment.


And at the back of my mind was an image like an aerial view of La Gomera, an image of the other crews pulling away from me while I wasted time, messing around with my watermaker with my ass in the air. “You’re getting left behind, you loser.” A new voice—hello, Mr. Competitive.


At last I succeeded. I raised my head out of the hatch with relief, gulping down the fresh air to suppress the rising bile. I reached into the cabin and hit the on button on the control panel. The watermaker whirred into life. Relief surged through me. My race wasn’t over yet.


I got back on the VHF radio. “George, you’re a genius. That’s working great now. Thank you.”


“Hey, any time, Savage,” he said affectionately. “You take care.”


“I certainly will. You too. Bon voyage.”


We signed off, and I went back to my rowing seat. The other boats had disappeared from view as our various courses and speeds scattered the crews across the blue sparkling waters of the Atlantic. La Gomera still loomed large as I faced backward in my boat, plying the oars. El Hierro, the last island between here and Antigua, lay ahead, and beyond that nothing but open ocean. I was rowing hard but seemed to be moving at a painfully slow pace, the land slipping by almost imperceptibly. I still felt panicky and unsettled, my thoughts racing. The rapidity of my thoughts contrasted cruelly with the slowness of my progress. I plowed on.


Sunset that day found me hanging over the side of my boat, vomiting into the darkening waters of the Atlantic. Waves of nausea passed through me as seasickness gripped my stomach and ejected its contents. The wind had picked up, whipping the sea into a belly-churning chop. Seasickness and the day’s early start were conspiring against me and I was exhausted.


I knew from my limited sailing experience—three voyages adding up to about six weeks on the open ocean—that my seasickness usually passed in a couple of days, during which time I would feel like a wrung-out dishcloth—floppy and gray and disgusting. I had hoped to get farther from land before taking a rest, but now the overwhelming temptation was to lie in my cabin and sleep until I felt better. I fought the nausea and the tiredness for another half an hour, then gave in and decided to retire for the night. With a heavy sigh I brought the oars to a halt, unlocked the oarlocks, and stowed the oars along the gunwales. I peeled off my rowing gloves, stretched out my aching muscles, and made my way over to the cabin hatch in a crouched walk, hanging onto the spare oars for stability on the pitching platform of the deck. Just before I went inside, I stood upright in front of the cabin, my legs straddling the central footwell. I gazed out across the bow of my boat toward the west, where the sun had just dipped down below the rolling waves. Antigua was over there somewhere, three thousand miles away. Three thousand miles! How many had I done so far? About twelve. This was going to take forever. One day down, how many still to go? Too many, if they were all going to feel like this. I hung my head and retreated to the cabin, defeated. I felt very small and very alone.


Despite my exhaustion I couldn’t get to sleep. I kept imagining I was about to be run down by a ship. This may seem unlikely—that in the overall vastness of the Atlantic a large ship and a rowboat could end up occupying exactly the same patch of ocean—but a pair of British men rowing across the North Pacific had been run down by a fishing boat a few years before. It had sliced their boat in half but at least had the decency to stop and pick them up. For these first few days of the race I would be close to shipping lanes, and although the risk was small, it was a risk nonetheless and not conducive to a good night’s sleep.


It was noisy in the cabin, too. Like an echo chamber the carbon fiber hull amplified the noise of the waves. Every few minutes a particularly large wave would come along and slam deafeningly into the side of the boat, and I would be sent rolling across my bunk. I was convinced that the rudder pintles could not possibly withstand such violent blows and curled up into a small bundle of anxiety, flinching at every big wave and bracing myself for imminent disaster.


I had set myself a rowing schedule of three hours on, three hours off, so twice during the chilly night I had to haul myself reluctantly off my bunk to return to the oars for a rowing shift and to throw up. Both body and mind protested at this unnatural disruption to their rest, and the hours dragged by. The three-hour rest periods were not much better. I tossed and turned nervously in my bunk, trying and failing to get comfortable on a constantly pitching bed. The huge gulf between my naïve expectations and the brutal reality was beginning to become apparent, and my thoughts were spiraling into negativity. The hostile voices in my head were running riot and telling me what a fool I was for having got myself into this situation.


Mr. Self-Doubt’s sneering, insistent little voice was nagging at me, “What the hell do you think you’re doing? You’re not up to the challenge. You’re not tough enough or big enough or strong enough. You did well to get this far. Now quit before it’s too late.”


I’d been trying to ignore him ever since he’d first piped up earlier in the day, but now I turned my attention on him. “Well, hello again, Self-Doubt,” I thought. “I wondered where you’d been these last few years. I thought I’d left you behind, along with my old life, but you seem to have caught up with me again. Who invited you on board?”


So this was the start of my Atlantic Rowing Race. I was at the back of the pack, I was still cringing with embarrassment over the watermaker incident, and now I was wracked with seasickness and doubts and was too scared to sleep. This was not the auspicious start I had been hoping for. It was time to do or die, and right now I didn’t feel too confident about which way it was going to go.
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