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Prologue

It was the day before the Independent was being re-launched with a new design and mid-negotiation over selling the paper to a former Russian spy that I handed in my notice. Not the most considerate of timing to quit my job on the newspaper, but it had to be done. I crouched by my boss’s desk and spoke in a low tone, so that no one could overhear me. Reporters are a nosy bunch. Keeping a secret in Fleet Street is like trying to prevent a five-year-old from creeping downstairs to open their Christmas presents early. Delicate manoeuvring is needed and despite your best efforts it is likely to result in some tantrums and a big mess.

‘I need to talk to you about something,’ I murmured into the ear of Ollie, the news editor.

‘Sure, what is it?’ he replied, neither his eyes leaving his screen nor his fingers stopping their tapping on the keys. I say tapping but he’s rather heavy of hand, so it was more like stamping.

‘I’m going to quit tomorrow.’ That got his attention; he hadn’t seen it coming. He stopped and turned to me. ‘Why?’

‘I can’t hack it any more,’ he might have understood. ‘I’ve got a better offer from the Guardian/Mail/Telegraph,’ he possibly expected. Hell, even ‘I’ve had enough of this excitement and I’ve decided to retrain as an accountant,’ he could have considered reasonable. But there’s no doubt that the answer I gave him would never have crossed his mind in a million years of a month of Sundays and then some.

‘Because I’ve answered an ad on the internet from a man who wants a woman to come and live on a boat with him and his cat. In Borneo. So I’m off.’

Since I was 16 I’d wanted be a journalist on a national newspaper. I know this because when my parents moved house and dumped a load of my old things on me, I found my UCAS application form in a box of old school files and in my personal statement I had written ‘I want to be a journalist’. Pretty clear. At university I forgot this for a bit but somehow ended up falling into journalism anyway. Fate, some might say. Others might sagely label it sobering up.

I had been at the Independent for two years, working as a news editor, shaping the news content of the next day’s edition and galvanising the reporters into action. I was contracted to work 40 hours a week; I put in 55 to 60. I wasn’t highly paid but I was highly stressed. In a world where people can – and prefer – to get their news for free, updated 24/7, the British newspaper industry felt like it was struggling to take its last breaths, being suffocated by a combined mess of falling readership numbers and declining ad revenue. Budgets were non-existent and reporters were overstretched, writing for all sections of the newspaper at the same time. There was no money for freelances or for commissioning work from outsiders yet not enough in-house staff to carry the workload. Demand from on high for world-class exclusives was incessant and it often felt like the senior executives wouldn’t listen to reason. On more than one occasion I’d had to lock myself in the ladies to cry.

Of course it could be a thrilling place to work, when a big story broke or we had a breakthrough in a case we’d been campaigning for. The adrenaline rush that carried me through a day like that was immense and sometimes if I met friends for a drink after work I’d be practically incapable of coherent speech for the first 20 minutes or so, until I’d had a chance to come down off my jittery high.

But newspapers can also be a nasty environment, mainly for one reason – egotism. Fleet Street must have some of the biggest, baddest egos around. I’ve worked with an editor who literally screamed at people in front of colleagues and had a bully’s instinct for preying on those least likely to fight back. A political columnist said that he was glad news reporters were being made redundant because he’d get more space in the paper. Another columnist demanded the quotes-of-the-day section be removed from its habitual spot so he could write a bit more. Gossip about newsroom punch-ups was not rare. I even heard tales of an editor stepping over a news editor who lay on the floor suffering a heart attack, just so he could get a conference started on time.

Good riddance to all those egos, I thought when I quit. (In the interest of fairness, I should add here that they weren’t all total gits all of the time. One journalist offered to ask the managing editor if I could have the six months’ worth of days off in lieu he had accrued so I could go off on my travels and still have a job to come back to half a year later. Another helped me research ideas for books to write about my trip and a deputy editor, who had twice got me to do his daughter’s homework for her, tried to impress me by hoiking both feet on to the desk, splaying his hands on the floor and pumping out elevated press-ups in the middle of the newsroom. Past the bloom of youth he might have been, but he still managed two.)

What I hadn’t expressed in that UCAS personal statement back in 1995 was that my 17-year-old self fully expected that, by the ancient age of 31, as well as being a successful journalist I would be married, live in my own detached house with a garden and have at least a couple of kids under my belt. It wasn’t an aim, it didn’t need to be worked and strived for, unlike getting into the right university and working at a career. It would just happen, naturally. My thirties were sooo far away and there was plenty of time for all of that. It was so far in the future that I’d possibly – the horror! – be wearing high heels instead of Doc Martens by then and carrying a handbag.

By 31 the Docs were long gone, the art of walking in high heels was perfected (well, improved) and there was a lot of stuff shoved into the recesses of that handbag. Yet there was no house, no husband and no children. There was a mortgaged-to-the-hilt-and-then-some ex-council flat, a few ex-boyfriends and some dates, the last one of whom tried to charm me by pointing out my knobbly knees.

Like many a single girl who went before me, there were moments, both privately and publicly (the public ones being mainly brought on by an excess of gin), in which I bemoaned my lack of a good husband and angelic children. OK, if I’m being honest, sometimes it really got to me. All my friends seemed to be getting hitched and popping out kids left, right and centre. Some even had the temerity to be on their second marriage by the age of 30 when I was struggling to get a fourth date. I desperately wanted to be married, like everyone else I knew. My (lack of a) love life was a standing joke at work. ‘Get back on your shelf, Bammers,’ was one of the set remarks whenever I filled in my colleagues on the latest round of dumping and being dumped. I still considered myself a hopeful romantic, though, and thankfully I didn’t fall into that self-destructive trap of wondering what was wrong with me. Mainly I put it down to a run of bad luck.

A lot of the time I wasn’t sure if my remorse was because I was single or because everyone else wasn’t. It always mildly shocked me when I went to visit friends from university, friends whose hair I had held back from their faces when they were throwing up after one too many pints, and I now found myself at their homes, sitting in their gardens and playing with their children while their husbands fixed me a drink. It was all so grown-up. I felt left behind and left out.

‘I’ve got some news for you,’ said my old friend Katie when we were drinking tea at Jane’s. Jane, naturally, lived in a house (although not a detached one) and had both a husband and a daughter. ‘One of your friends is pregnant.’

‘Not another one,’ I said, rolling my eyes. ‘Who?’ She laughed. ‘Me.’

I’m not a total bitch and obviously I congratulated her and her husband Dave on their news but my joy was a little bit tinged with sadness through this ‘great, there’s another one moving on’ mentality that I’d developed.

But Katie wasn’t having any of this ‘woe is me’ attitude, once she’d gotten out of me what was wrong and why my smile looked forced. ‘Are you crazy?’ she said. ‘Look at you. You can do anything you want to, go anywhere you want, be anyone you want. Me and Jane, we’re stuck here now. This is it for us for years and years.’ She looked at Jane, who nodded. ‘Do it now while you still can.’

Well. It was a bit of a light-bulb moment and I felt a rush of exhilaration. Honestly, I’d never thought of it that way before. What an idiot I’d been. Katie was completely right. I wasn’t enjoying my job any longer, I had some savings in the bank, a flat I could rent out and no ties. Also, having dated half of the single men in my part of south-west London already, perhaps I might be able to make a more meaningful relationship work with someone from further afield. There was absolutely nothing to stop me going somewhere I wanted to go, doing something I wanted to do and being someone I wanted to be. The only problem was that I hadn’t the foggiest where, what or who that was.

That evening when I got back to my flat I couldn’t get the idea out of my mind. The one thought that kept popping into my head was to go sailing. As I had been falling out of love with journalism, blinkering myself so that I could only see the negative aspects of my job, I was falling in love with sailing. What had started out as a hobby for the odd week in the summer holidays had been inching towards an obsession. I’d signed up for courses; I’d read Ellen MacArthur’s memoirs on the tube on the way to work, and Peter Nichols’ tale of the first non-stop solo circumnavigation race back in the 1960s, won by Robin Knox-Johnston.

Ironically it was journalism that pushed me away from journalism and towards the sea. At the Independent I was approached by the marketing team behind the Clipper Round the World Yacht Race, a race with only amateur crew on board the ten yachts. Would I like a place on board in exchange for writing a blog about it on the Indy’s website, Clipper asked. A thousand times yes! The catch? I had to do three weeks’ training in the Solent and the North Sea, just as any paying crew member would. I used all my annual leave preparing for the race. More than 100,000 people gathered around the Hull docks to wave us off on a Saturday morning in September. I was assigned to the Hull and Humber boat and we were treated almost like heroes as we paraded through the throngs to our 68-foot boat for the race start. Strangers cheered and wished us good luck; some dashed forward to shake our hands. It was a surreal experience, especially since we were little more than novices, not experienced, professional racers. The route to La Rochelle in France was fast and furious – we covered the 800 miles in just three days with 20 knots (nautical miles per hour) of wind at our back. When I rejoined the boat, months later, in Canada to cross the Atlantic to Ireland, we went even quicker, making it to Kinsale in just nine days. I loved every minute of it – except, perhaps, for those minutes spent throwing up.

That experience helped to nourish the seed of an idea that was now germinating in my brain. If I was looking for something new to do with my life, something that would give me that buzz and make me feel alive again, why not go sailing? I already knew I loved it more than most other things in my life. I even knew – sort of – how to do it. Plus, sailing was fun, you could do it in sunny, exotic locations like the Caribbean and sailors were often pretty hot. It seemed like a win-win situation. Being on a boat seemed to be able to offer everything that a life stuck behind a desk could not: excitement, freedom, fresh air, movement, being outdoors, using my body as well as challenging my mind as I learned new skills like sail trim and navigation. The old excitement I used to feel when I got an exclusive story I now found in almost everything I learned on a boat – there was immense satisfaction in changing an engine impeller or parking in a difficult berth.

The planning commenced. I signed up for membership of an online site where boats advertised for crew. I fired off emails to lots of skippers, most of whom I never heard back from. It wasn’t dissimilar to internet dating. I ended up in conversations with three men (for some reason, women very rarely seem to own boats). The first was Philippe, a 40-something Frenchman who’d got out of the New York finance world in the wake of 9/11 and had gone to live on a catamaran in the Caribbean (hello, exotic sunniness). In his Facebook profile photo he looked like Captain Jack Sparrow and he told me he’d just come out of a relationship. Alarm bells rang. I didn’t fancy being some kind of emotional prop – that might kill the mood of the adventure. Vernon, in his sixties, was a British retiree with a yacht in Madeira, a Jaguar in the UK and a wife who didn’t like sailing. He was trying to crew up his 32-foot Hunter for a six-week cruise around the Azores islands in the middle of the Atlantic Ocean. He’d built the boat for £50,000 and spent double that on kit for it. I drove out to Surrey to meet him for lunch one Tuesday. He seemed very organised, even precisely fixing the dates of the cruise and giving me information on which airline was cheapest to fly with, yet I didn’t feel the necessary spark of excitement when I thought about going sailing with Vernon.

I did get that tingle of promise when I received emails from Steve, the skipper of a 46-foot yacht currently in Borneo, which he shared with his cat. His plan was to join a regatta for two weeks in Borneo – hello, more fun racing! – then cruise slowly eastwards to New Zealand, taking in the Philippines, Palau, Papua New Guinea, Vanuatu and the Solomon Islands. Steve was a British guy in his forties and his emails made me laugh. He said he liked a drink and a party, used to teach sailing for a living and was looking for crew. In his emails he was casual and friendly, and we became Facebook friends, which meant I had access to lots of photos of his wonderful-looking life on his boat in the tropics. He mentioned he and an ex-girlfriend had sailed with other crew before and he wrote that the sailing scene in Malaysia was pretty sociable, so it’d be easy to meet other boats.

Jane declared him ‘fit’ from his photos and practically married us off then and there. I wasn’t as enthusiastic but tried to keep an open mind. I was already sure that we’d be friends. And who knows – maybe I will like him, I reasoned with myself. After all, he’s a sailor, a traveller. He’s living this dream life that I want to try. He offered me a two-week, no-strings-attached trial. I was sold.

Over the three months that I worked out my notice period at the Independent, I researched and planned for my trip. I didn’t know how long I would go away for but I wanted to put some kind of a number on it so I looked at my bank statement, did a bit of arithmetic and was pretty much forced by the result to decide on one year. Phase two of the planning commenced. I bought my flight and travel insurance, booked in for my injections and sold my bike and car. I packed up my books, clothes, plates and duvet, kicked out my flatmate and handed over the keys to an agent so someone else could sleep in my bed and cook in my kitchen while I camped at a friend’s place for my last few weeks. Surprisingly, it was just like planning a holiday. The hardest part had been making the commitment to myself to do it. Even leaving my flat didn’t bother me – the draw of exploring far-flung desert islands and sailing through crystal-clear waters easily outweighed the advantages of a comfortable and familiar home.

In the southern Indian Ocean a 16-year-old American girl who was attempting to break the world record for the youngest person to solo non-stop circumnavigate broke something else instead – her mast. It didn’t put me off.

At work the paper was still riding high on a circulation rise during the build-up to and aftermath of the 2010 general election. BP was being censured for the massive Deepwater Horizon oil slick in the Gulf of Mexico that had been dominating the front page for what seemed like weeks and at the same time former ‘first lady’ Sarah Brown was being told off for tweeting about her forthcoming memoirs before their official publication. The Isle of Wight festival was on and the new government’s economic forecast was set to be worse than the ex-Chancellor Alistair Darling’s projection of three per cent growth for the next year. The editor, Roger Alton, was replaced by his predecessor, Simon Kelner, and a new era of stress and hassle dawned. The deputy news editor was told in morning conference that there was ‘too much passive news editing’ going on and the news editor kept disappearing into secret meetings. The paper was sold, after nearly two years of rumours and counter-strikes, to the Russian Lebedev family.

It was an exciting time at the newspaper. But I no longer cared. My mind was on other, more fun things. I felt no fear, no trepidation about heading off alone into the great, wide world, to live in a 46-foot space with a man I’d never met. A year or so before I’d never have thought that this would be something I would ever do. My family was very surprised. But it just felt right to me. It was exciting. I had a fun-filled send-off party, drunkenly told all my friends and family that I loved them and toddled off to Stansted to begin my adventure.
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Now, Voyager

None of the tips about beating jet lag worked on my cramped long-haul budget flight to Kuala Lumpur. I considered not eating the meals, to trick my body into lacking energy so that I just fell asleep. I tried putting my watch ahead eight hours as soon as I boarded the plane in London and immediately adjusting to the new time zone. I attempted to keep track of what hour it was in the country we were currently flying over and going with that. Then I remembered that I’d paid extra for those tiny foil-packed meals and was determined to get my money’s worth. There was no entertainment system so no graphic of the aeroplane arcing its way across the world to give me a clue about where we were. And by trying to jump forward eight hours using an analogue watch, I was a bit confused about whether it was 4am or 4pm, so by the time we landed at Kuala Lumpur Low Cost Carrier Terminal I was a spaced-out, sweaty wreck.

I knew the temperature in Malaysia would be 30°C+ and the humidity high, yet I was dressed in jeans, mid-calf Gore-Tex sailing boots and a T-shirt, with both a cardigan and a waterproof jacket tied around my waist. Why? Certainly not for the style. Simple – excess baggage. When I booked my ticket I opted for the 20kg option, reasonably assuming that when I went away on a two-week holiday I only ever packed about 12kg and never used most of it, instead living in the same four or five items. But then, like a good little journalist, I started thoroughly researching things one might need to pack on one’s back when going travelling. Once I’d thrown in stuff I might need for an off-the-beaten-track, who-knows-where-I-might-end-up sailing adventure – life jacket, boots, waterproofs, thick, padded mid-layers and woolly hat in case I found myself somewhere colder than the equator, months’ worth of contact-lens solution, a mosquito net, medication, make-up, high-heeled sandals for nights out, a sleeping bag, and sterile needles in the event I needed to go to some godforsaken hospital in the jungle – I was struggling with the pre-booked 20kg limit. Then I had to add some apparently essential items that my host was having trouble finding in Asia – a home-brew beer kit and a cat flap – and I busted the maximum 30kg limit. It cost me £93 in excess baggage for the first flight and about £13 for the internal one and was a lesson sorely learned. Especially as it happened I would never use most of it – including, thankfully, the sterile needles – and would instead mainly recycle the same four or five items of clothing. (Neither, it would turn out, were the beer kit and cat flap actually essential – the beer would not be drunk and the cat would never pass through the flap.)

At baggage collection at Kuching airport in Sarawak, Borneo, I waited an age for my two pieces of luggage, until it was just me and a pair of Malaysian girls left. I began to worry that bringing a 40-pint IPA home-brew kit into a Muslim country was a crime and that the cat flap Steve had had delivered to my office and that I hadn’t bothered checking was really choc-a-block with drugs.

I was contemplating my impending incarceration when my bag finally appeared. All OK.

The only instructions I had about where to go from here were in the form of a text message from Steve telling me to get to somewhere called Santubong, so I paid my 70 ringgit (£14) up front at a kiosk and got into a slightly shabby looking red and yellow taxi for the one-hour ride. We drove past palatial homes: white and square, with balconies and tall iron gates closing them off from the street. Not quite the jungle shacks I’d imagined for Borneo. Next came rough-looking collections of concrete shops like I’d seen on holiday in Mexico and Egypt, and then an out-of-town Pizza Hut and KFC complex and a suburban area that reminded me of Oxford’s inner ring road. All the cars on the road were boxy in shape, with matt paintwork. Oxford’s inner ring road in the early 1980s.

Steve had told me by text message to go to the police station as it was the nearest landmark to where he was anchored. The driver looked at me doubtfully as he pulled down a dirt alleyway. There were no houses in sight, only the police station set in a garden dotted with rusting cars. No people, either. I rang Steve while my bags were being unloaded.

‘See a white gate at the end of the hill?’ he asked.

‘Yep.’

‘Go through there, along the road and I’ll jump up and meet you.’

The taxi driver still looked dubious but drove off and left me there anyway.

I propped my wheelie case against the bars of the police station fence, imagining vicious police dogs running out at any minute, while I climbed, tortoise-like, under my rucksack, staggering a bit beneath the weight. I strapped my hand-luggage backpack on to the top of the wheelie case handle and, with another bag in my free hand, I set out.

‘Private property. Keep out,’ declared a sign on the gate. I hesitated. But the gate was open and this was where Steve had said to go. On the other side was a wide, tree-lined avenue. That was as much as I could make out in the dark.

I decided to dig out my head torch. I knew it was somewhere in my rucksack. I went back to the police station fence, propped up the unbalanced wheelie case again, put down the small bag in my hand, struggled out from under the heavy rucksack, dumped it on to the dusty floor and fumbled with the combination lock using what little light there was coming from the windows of the police station to see the numbers. Lock off, loosen straps, unzip, unpack, root around, find torch, attach to head, switch on, repack, zip, tighten straps, lock on, stand up, hoist on to back, bend over under extra weight to retrieve small bag from floor, take handle of wheelie case and start again.

So now I was through the gate and trudging, in the dark, up a path, imagining more guard dogs, rapists and robbers in the bushes, with a 25kg weight on my back, dragging a wheelie case not designed for off-roading and with two items of clothing tied round my waist, a head torch that did little besides illuminating the bats swooping between the trees above me and an ever-increasing sense of fear. Sweaty does not even cover it. What on earth am I doing here? I repeatedly asked myself but I didn’t turn round. There was nowhere else to go anyway.

I kept walking for about another 100 metres or so until I reached a farmyard or garden of sorts. Here there were lights and, a little way ahead, two men who saw me. I stopped, remembering the Keep Out sign, and propped my wheelie case against my thigh to free up my right hand so I could call Steve on my mobile.

‘I’m not sure I’m in the right place,’ I said, keeping one eye on the men. Were they security guards about to shout at me for trespassing? One of them got on to a moped and started coming towards me. Shit. I took the phone away from my ear before I could hear Steve’s reply. The guard pulled up a few metres away and said something in English that I didn’t quite catch.

Then from nowhere a white man, even sweatier than I was and wearing only a pair of shorts, appeared and grinned from me to the guard and back again. It was Steve and apparently I was in the right place.

In the first half a second of seeing him in the flesh for the first time, two words flashed into my mind so clearly it was as if someone had shouted them. Small! Bald! I almost flinched. Next came Ugly! So much for Jane’s theory that me and this shiny, half-naked sailor man were going to live happily ever after. Never in a million years, I thought, awkwardly accepting his welcoming hug. When he pulled back I could see bewilderment in his face as he looked at me. No doubt he was summing me up as Sweaty! Dirty! Wearing a freakishly large amount of clothes!

When I was a kid, I loved the Sweet Valley High books. One or two pages into each story, author Francine Pascal would describe what the protagonists looked like. In every book – and there were a lot of them – the description was exactly the same, down to the barrettes Elizabeth wore in her hair and the fact that Jessica, during a rebellious phase, had painted
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