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			To FK and Lincoln Day. 
Without either of you, the dream would 
have stayed on the drawing board.

		

	
		
			Prologue

			September 2023

			Forty-One Days Until the Start of the Race

			At seven in the morning I am just 15 miles into my journey sailing solo across the Atlantic Ocean, and can still see land off the aft port quarter, when I hit a problem. The instruments on my boat, First Light, are acting glitchy, but instead of putting in a help-me call to my team so early in the journey I decide to fix the issue myself.

			All right, girl, we got this. Let’s see what’s going on.

			I swing down into the cabin and breezily flip the switch that controls the power to all of the boat’s systems. You know how when your laptop gets glitchy, the first thing you do is power it down and then turn it back on, and nine times out of ten that solves the problem? It’s the same for the computer systems on boats. A forced restart generally allows them to fix themselves. The constellation of LEDs and display screens instantly goes dark, and I start a three-second countdown before I’ll turn the power back on.

			I don’t even reach two before things start to go wrong. First Light suddenly tacks through the wind and starts tilting faster and faster, through 20, 40, then 60 degrees, wiping out as if she had been hit by a freak wave or a sudden giant gust of wind. Only there is no violent external force that has pushed First Light over. The culprit is me. My adrenaline fogs my judgment, meaning that I didn’t fully factor in what would happen when I cut power—how the autopilot would stop making its micro-adjustments to keep the boat on course, and the rudder would instantly and violently throw First Light into a death spin.

			“Ahh, nooooo!”

			First Light is rolling, and I can’t hold on. I try to scramble back outside, my fingers and feet searching for bits of the cabin that can serve as improvised handholds and steps. Releasing the mainsail, one of the largest sails on board, brings First Light back up on her feet as I head downwind, and I hold the tiller between my legs as we get under control and I bring her back around to course.

			Under my foul weather gear I feel sweat dripping. My body is vibrating with adrenaline and I am trying to catch my breath when my watch buzzes with a text.

			Duncan: Hey Mouse…Everything all right?

			I look up at the cameras we had installed before the trip. It won’t be just Duncan who has seen this. The whole on-shore team will likely be watching, pausing between bites of their well-deserved celebratory launch breakfast, watching me screw up right at the very start.

			I send a thumbs-up in reply, then clamber back down below to clear up the mess I’ve made.

			This is what you signed up for, Cole. You’re going to be watched all the way.

			

			—

			This is my first time sailing in a couple of months. I have signed up for an around-the-world race, a race that will take me over 27,000 nautical miles around the world, but to be eligible for the race, I need to complete a 2,000-nautical-mile solo qualifier, which is a sensible precaution given the challenges awaiting anyone who attempts the much longer race. I’ve done plenty of solo sailing—a few hundred nautical miles here, a thousand or so there, all adding up to way more than the required amount—but I have never been out on a single voyage that long.

			I’m traveling from Newport, Rhode Island, to A Coruña, Spain, and these first days of the trip are full of reminders of how rusty I am. My sail changes are clunky and I am making stupid little mistakes, such as not cleaning up the lines after each maneuver and then tripping over them later, probably because I’m not consuming enough calories, and I’m definitely not drinking enough water. And then it gets worse.

			I curse myself as I fumble a sail change and watch my brand-new sail start to be dragged below to Davy Jones’s locker, still fully attached to First Light at three points of contact. This is called “shrimping,” when you drop your $8,000 forward flying sail overboard into the water like a giant net on a shrimping boat, and it’s a whole other level of embarrassing. It takes me thirty minutes of heavy, sweaty, complicated work to get the sail back on board, all the time worrying about the material ripping on the metal stanchions at the side. I manage to ease one of the attachment points, and this releases just enough pressure to somehow haul the sail back up. It looks like he only sustained a tiny bit of damage—the kind that Serena, my sailmaker and best friend, could easily fix when I get to Spain. But I am toast.

			Once the sail is back on board and safely stowed, First Light sailing happily as if nothing had ever happened, I head back down below and collapse right there on the floor, arms spread out, full gear on, and fall asleep.

			Again it is my smartwatch that reminds me I’m not quite as alone as I feel.

			Katie: You okay…?

			I don’t have the energy to get my phone out of my pocket. All I can do is look up at the nearest camera that is broadcasting a live feed back to my team, try to force some kind of smile, and give them a shaky thumbs-up. Then I’m back off to sleep.

			

			
				[image: ]
			

			The first spark of my love for sailing happened on a boat that had no sails, no winches, and no ropes. It happened on a 104-foot fishing trawler that smelled of bleach and rubber boots.

			The boat’s name was the Viking Starship, but I was really there because of Little Al. I was seventeen, and he was a twenty-one-year-old tall, super-skinny skater boy, covered in tattoos. His pants were always falling down, and he had a mess of dirty-blond hair popping out from beneath the flat-brimmed cap he always wore. I thought he was the cutest thing on the face of the planet, and he looked at me the way nobody else ever had then or has since.

			Little Al came from a long line of fishermen and alcoholics, and my parents weren’t at all happy about us being together. I’d tell them I was staying over with a friend from school when really I’d be sleeping at Little Al’s place in Montauk—a full-on fisherman’s shack with plywood walls, an old queen mattress on the floor, a TV in the corner that didn’t really work, and dirt and marijuana ground deep into the lowly area rug.

			My folks lived in Springs, a hamlet of East Hampton, where my dad worked construction and my mom had a small store that sold dance clothing, shoes, and accessories. The easternmost part of Long Island is where elite New York City financial tycoons live in close proximity to their blue-collar counterparts. My parents, just like all my friends’ parents, fell into the latter group. Yet my parents wanted so badly for me to have another life where I wouldn’t have to work hard labor until I was ninety-five, like my grandfather had.

			I don’t think they had a problem with where Little Al came from, but he wasn’t their vision of the kind of guy they wanted their daughter to be dating. The tattoos, the weed stink, and the hat that never came off even at the dinner table were all too much for them. The arguments about it got too great for all of us, so soon after we started dating I moved out and lived with Little Al full-time. In my telling of the story, I was kicked out of my parents’ house. In my parents’ version, I left.

			Little Al treated me like I was royalty, especially on the days when he was going to work. He’d scoop me up out of his bed at three-thirty in the morning, bundling me up in a cloud of quilts and comforters and pillows, and carefully carry me out to his beat-up 2000 red Jeep Cherokee, which he had already heated. I’d have this vague sense that we were moving, and I’d briefly feel the cool night air when we stopped. He’d carry me out of the car and up onto the Viking Starship before placing me in one of the crew beds belowdecks, smoothing any stray hair from my face and making sure I was bundled up just right. My dreams would mix with the sound of the diesel engines and the slow rocking of the trawler in the swell.

			Next thing I knew, Little Al would be sitting on the edge of the bunk, whispering me awake and telling me that breakfast was waiting for me in the galley. I’d smile and stretch and stumble my way along the metal corridor, gratefully receiving the warm kaiser roll stuffed with bacon, egg, and American cheese from the kind and very pickled Greek chef before carrying it up on deck.

			Most days the boat would be busy with day-trippers who had paid to come spend a few hours out fishing for porgies and fluke. I’d gladly help bait their hooks; it meant easy, quick tips for a seventeen-year-old. I also loved watching Little Al patiently help the passengers—even while they were still reeling the line up from deep down beneath the surface, he’d always know exactly what they’d caught just by the feel of the fight on the hook. “Ah yes! Hit the bottom, you got ’em!” The air filled with the sound of him singing out encouragement as he swiftly trotted from customer to customer.

			Then there were the moments when I’d turn away from the boat and look out. With the engines off and the boat just floating, it was so quiet out there, the tip of Montauk barely visible in the distance. It was the farthest away from land I’d ever been, and it was always so beautiful. The sun would reflect off the glassy surface as the offshore swell picked up the Viking Starship and placed her back down gently. Every one of those times that I sat and stared, it hit me that being there like that was something I could do for the rest of my life.
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			When I arrive in A Coruña, I step off First Light carrying a single bag of trash; I’m wearing my Daisy Duke shorts, Ugg boots, and a little white tube top, an ensemble that is way more Coachella than transatlantic solo. On the dock is Ronnie, someone I will be competing against in the upcoming Solo Around the World race. He does a double take.

			“I can’t believe you made it.”

			“Why?” I say, feeling good and playful. “What, like it’s hard?”

			I understand. I get it. I know why I am looked down upon, even ten years into my career. I had a mentor when I first entered the professional sailing world who told me as gently yet sternly as he could.

			“You have three strikes against you as you enter into the sailing industry: You are young. You are a woman. And to top it all off, you are small. So you need to work a lot harder than anyone else. All of the time…You are always on tryout.”

			He was right. In the years that followed, plenty of people have pushed me to the side, told me no, or told me I can’t do something just because of my age, gender, or height. Instead of making me want to quit, it only makes me fight harder.

			It is a deep, burning fire in my belly. An anger. That is the fuel that has allowed me to keep going. To feel the sting of a punch on the soft skin around my mouth and get straight back on my feet and keep going. To listen to people in this industry patronize the living shit out of me. To feel the little hairs on the back of my neck stand straight up as a shiver runs down my spine. It fuels me.

			I want to get out there and race, to show I am meant to be here, to be out there, on the ocean.

			“Damn it, Cole, why do you need to race around the planet?” Mom cried out when I told her of my plan. “What’s wrong with the captain work and the racing you have been doing?”

			“Mom…I have to,” I told her. “I will never move forward in this industry. I will always be in the exact same spot in my career, getting paid less—all of us women getting paid less. I have to do this. I want to do this, not just for me but for us.”

			Yet this isn’t my only motivation for taking part in the race. I want to race because Mother Nature is inviting me. She is calling me to push away from land and get back to where I come from. Back to when I was a teenager on the fishing trawler, far away from land, with Little Al smiling at me. Back to the days when I was running away from my anger and I found I could trust that the ocean would be there for me. I don’t feel defeated by the words of discouragement. Far from it. I know it means I am ready. It means that from this point on, I am unstoppable.
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				The First Time I See Her

			
			April 2019

			First Light entered my life at exactly the right time.

			It’s April 2019 and I am working on the MegaDock in Charleston, South Carolina, which happens to be home to some of the most prestigious yachts out there. Not that I am getting anywhere near those multimillion-dollar vessels. I am in the scrappiest corner of the most remote end of the dock, working on the smallest boat in the whole marina. Oh, and technically I am homeless. I am also a thief. But “homeless thief” isn’t a great place to begin my story, so let’s just say that I am houseless and resourceful.

			I’ve been living in my van for a year, maybe two, though even the word “my” isn’t technically accurate. The van—a champagne-brown 2012 E350 that has always smelled of mildew and has always been stained with lunch mushed deep into the carpet—is my dad’s. He bought it for his construction business, and when I first asked him if I could borrow it for a little while he said no, just like I knew he would. I kept on asking, and at some point he stopped saying no. He never actually said yes, but I didn’t have time to wait around. I took the van, placed my $49.99 foam mattress from Walmart in the back, hand-sewed some simple curtains and attached them with suction cups to the windows, and set off, towing trailered boats up and down the East Coast for some quick, easy cash.

			I started working under a boat captain named Timmy, learning how to turn screwdrivers, and picked up whatever work I could find elsewhere. I’d had my captain’s license for about a year and hoped that maybe, just maybe, one day someone would take me on as a captain. After I’d spent months chasing work up and down the coast, sleeping in rest stops and going three weeks between showers, eventually Timmy introduced me to a sorry-looking boat. She was pale orange and named after a vibrator, and she was sitting on a broken-down trailer in Newport, Rhode Island. I persuaded the owners to let me race her, so I brought her south to Charleston, gave her a fresh coat of citrus-green paint someone donated, and renamed her Mini Warrior. Now she’s ready to sail.

			I’ve found a sponsor to pay the $500 entry fee for Charleston Race Week. I’ve drained my bank account to cover the rent to keep Mini Warrior at the MegaDock throughout April, though $600 is only enough to get me the crappiest dock that nobody else wants. It is old and in need of a ton of maintenance, and whenever you step foot on it, the whole dock tips up and tries to throw you in the water. It is all I can afford, so I learn to cope and am grateful for being only 100 pounds; I am light on my feet and able to manage the bucking dock without too many accidents. I get a blue tarp from somewhere and string it over the citrus-green boat for some sun protection, find a discarded beanbag chair somewhere else, and happily sit out on deck, imagining my life as a true ocean sailor.

			While I am out practicing on Mini Warrior, I make a mental note of the location of abandoned vessels I see along the way. If you spend enough time in the waters around Charleston, you’ll eventually see boats that have been washed up by some hurricane or other. They lie like roadkill, half on their side with their keel exposed and vulnerable. They are covered in algae and mildew, slowly being taken back by nature. Technically you’re not supposed to board these boats—the Coast Guard posts signs warning against trespassers—but it’s 2019 and I have no money and am living in my van in the MegaDock parking lot, trying to make a $9 sandwich last me all day, so I don’t really have much time for technicalities.

			I return at sunset in a borrowed inflatable tender, turn on my headlamp, and set to work removing winches, empty jerry cans for fuel, fenders, and anchors. I take them back and lay them on the dock—trying not to move suddenly and cause the dock to tip up and hurl my contraband into the water. Then I clean everything up and sell it all on Craigslist.

			With my blue tarp and little green boat, my piles of salvaged loot lined up on the dock that tipped and swayed like a fairground ride, I’m not the typical MegaDock clientele. I don’t mind being different—I’ve always been that way—but there are times when I look out at the other boats and feel envy starting to growl inside me. It is never the big boats that catch my eye. I have zero interest in the billionaires’ floating play palaces, with their sparkling stainless steel finishes and helicopters on the top deck. I like boats built for speed, not partying. And of all these true race boats—with their sleek lines designed to work with the wind and waves—there is one I love to look at more than all the others.

			I first see her leaving the dock one morning. It is early, and I am rinsing out the CVS brand anti-dandruff shampoo from my self-cut hair with the dockside hose when I notice something moving out among the masts, not far from me.

			I look up and can’t stop staring.

			She is a long, sleek bullet of a boat with a giant red dragon painted down the side and a big number 54 emblazoned in red on the bow. She is beautiful and cool and the complete opposite of my little green Mini Warrior, which isn’t even as long as my van. I am proud of the Mini, but she is a Prius, while the boat with the dragon is a Ferrari.

			First Light. She isn’t called that then; she’s named Dragon. But she is First Light. The boat that will change my life.
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			There’s not a lot of crossover between the worlds of commercial fishing on trawlers and racing on high-performance sailboats, and it won’t surprise you to know that I’m not really the yachting type. I don’t come from money, I didn’t grow up on sailboats, and I didn’t spend my formative years learning how to correctly navigate the social scene. Most yachty types are meticulous, detail-oriented perfectionists. That’s not me, obviously. Eventually I will learn how to cover up my unorthodox past and adopt the correct persona, but on the MegaDock I stand out. For some people I am a curiosity, a stray cat at a summer restaurant. For others, especially the hardcore yachty types, I am everything that they detest. It is only a matter of time before an official complaint is made about me. When it comes, my tarp, my trash-to-treasure recycling, and even the way I speak to people—apparently I have no manners—are all cited.

			I would be fine with the complaint, but when I find out who it has come from, I am crushed.

			It comes from the captain of First Light.

			Ever since that first morning, I’ve made a point of keeping an eye out for First Light. My opinion of her only increases with time, and I love the way she moves with the current, bobbing delicately against her lines. I also see how her crew is always immaculately dressed in matching T-shirts that have bright red dragons across them, and how they all seem so organized and put together. Most of all, though, my eyes are always drawn to the captain.

			He is big and tough, but not gym-big. He is sailing-big—the kind of body that only comes from years of hard work and too little sleep. He is a near-constant smoker and a serious drinker, and whenever I hear his voice drift over across the dock, it is as raspy as he is rude. He looks like Mickey Rourke’s long-lost cousin, the kind of guy who has been in more bar fights than he can remember and doesn’t much care whether he won or lost. He makes me nervous, and I am determined to stay out of his way.

			The captain and I have never spoken, never stood on the same dock, and never made eye contact. As far as I am concerned, he doesn’t know I exist, so the complaint is a surprise. But it’s not a problem. The way I see it, sailing is full of leather-faced drinkers like him, and all I need to do is keep my distance for the remainder of my month-long stay in Charleston. He will likely gripe about me some more, but it’s not like he is captaining one of those billionaire boats. In the hierarchy of the MegaDock, I am clearly at the bottom, but the captain of First Light is still a ways from the top.

			My plan of avoidance is going well until a few days before race week. It is early in the morning, and I want to take Mini Warrior out to practice doing sail changes. Most sailboats have a small engine to allow them to maneuver in and out of docks or to power their electrical systems when there’s no solar, but the Mini doesn’t have an engine. Well, I can’t afford a little outboard engine just yet, so getting in and out of the dock is always a challenge, especially in Charleston, with its savage currents. Most days I end up spinning around and around, waiting for a gust of wind that will propel me in the right direction and hoping that nobody is around to notice.

			On the day in question, First Light, her immaculately dressed crew, and her grim-faced captain are all there to notice. They are aiming to get some practice in too and are heading out of the dock just after I push off and try to wrestle my way out toward the open water. First Light is a hundred or more feet away, but I can hear their silence as they watch me. It is truly embarrassing. I feel the sweat dripping down my ribs. My smell becomes even more prominent than usual.

			Both of us are out sailing for a couple of hours, and by coincidence both of us return to the dock at the same time. Just like before, I go through my awkward spinning wind dance as I try to get close enough to the dock, and just like before, First Light waits at a distance until I am done.

			I am a burning-cheeked, frazzled mess by the time I step off my little green vessel and cat-jump onto the wobbly dock. At first I am too busy trying not to fall to notice anything else, and it is a while before I look up and see a guy step off First Light, look over at me, and smile.

			You can always tell who owns a boat when they’re on board. They walk tall and are proud of their vessel. This guy is no different. He looks cool, calm, and confident. Compared to the gnarly captain, the owner seems to me like a gentle giant.

			“Afternoon, neighbor,” he yells over. “Want to join us for lunch?”

			Thirty minutes later I am sitting in a dive bar with the owner, Mike, plus the captain and crew. I am trying to eat my burger and drink my beer at the same nonchalant, not-famished pace as Mike. Mike is an executive at one of the big banks in New York, but he’s not a power player and he doesn’t come across as the standard banker type. He’s a bear of a guy, but the cuddly sort, not the sort that you instinctively fear. We talk about his boat, the upcoming race, and some of the other places he has sailed. He is interested in knowing more about my story with Mini Warrior but kind enough not to probe too deep. I feel comfortable sitting here chatting with Mike, like I am already in the company of a friend. And despite the fact that I can feel the captain’s dislike of me coming off him in waves like radiation, I feel relaxed enough by the time we are done to throw in a little pitch for future employment.

			“I’m looking for work,” I choke out, not just to Mike but to the whole crew. “If any of you ever hear of anything, let me know.”

			I head back to Mini Warrior with a full belly and half my morning’s $9 sandwich still to be eaten. It is a good day, but I don’t think much more about it. The race is coming up and I need to get back to work.
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			Charleston Race Week doesn’t go well for me. I finish second to last in my class, but it doesn’t burn me. The way I see it, I am starting from the bottom and the only place to go is up.

			I have almost forgotten about my lunch with Mike and his crew, so when I get a message saying that he is looking for someone to deliver the boat back up to Stonington, Connecticut, because the captain isn’t available, I am stoked. First Light is too big for a land delivery, so this gig is going to pay me for four days of sailing out on the ocean. I am all in!

			A couple of days later I am standing on the dock, staring at her. I’ve never been this close before, and she is even more impressive than I imagined. She is so massive, so clean, so new.

			Even though it is theoretically possible to sail her solo—what we call singlehanded in the sailing world—there is no way anyone would allow me to attempt that in this stage of my fledgling career. I’m not even the captain. Mike has hired someone else for that job, and I am just the nipper, the all-purpose assistant.

			The guy that Mike chose is odd from the start.

			“What the fuck?” he growls, stumbling around the boat, kicking things. “Why isn’t this working?”

			I’ve met this type of sailor before. Egotistical, a lone-wolf perfectionist who believes their shit doesn’t stink. They’re the worst type of sailor, and I am about to spend four days with him.

			My phone buzzes with a message.

			Mike: Just checking in. Hope all’s going well.

			I jump to the sound of the rent-a-captain hurling his phone across the fiberglass interior.

			“It’s not working!” he yells.

			I flinch.

			Then I start typing. I don’t like lying, but no owner should ever see the sausage being made.

			Me: Hey! Really good, thanks. Just about to leave. Excited!

			It takes us way longer than it should, and once we finally get everything ready and ease our way out of the dock, I am about as nervous as I’ve ever been in my life. Not because of the sailing, though. The boat is twice as long as the Mini, but she feels completely manageable. Like she is the Mini’s big sister—the posh, put-together sister who studied abroad in Europe during college.

			For a brief moment I am tempted to doubt myself entirely, but as we push out beyond Fort Sumter to the open waters beyond, a southwesterly is brewing. We hoist the mainsail first, then our A2—the biggest of our downwind forward sails. We set the autopilot, and First Light takes off, knowing exactly what to do as we head north up the coast.

			It’s okay. I’ve got you.

			She speaks to me. We fall in love that day. I love everything about this beautiful boat: her creaking, the flapping of the A2 in the air between waves, even the settling sound of the ropes on the winches. There isn’t a moment during those days that I don’t feel her personality. Even the practical things—the fact that she is big enough for me to stand up inside, or the ease of sail changes—speak of her kindness and generosity. She makes me feel comfortable, even though this is my first time doing solo watches offshore on a high-performance vessel. It is easy to let myself relax in her company.

			Sailing First Light feels like more than just another job, and I can tell she is more than just another boat. She is a teacher and a mother, wrapped up in one perfect package. She is a guide who turns my face toward the ocean and offers to teach me what it means to become a sailor. She is a protector, something I needed, even if I don’t have the language for it at this time.

			The trip is over way too soon. We sail into the marina in Stonington on a still, gray day at noon. I text Mike, thanking him for the work, then with a heavy heart say goodbye to First Light.
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				Resilience

			
			May 2019–July 2021

			Jacob was one of the few people I connected with in high school, a fellow misfit and outlier. Together with Carl and Laini, the four of us shared a bond that was strong. Strong enough to know that what Jacob needed most was for us to be his friends, not his inquisitors.

			Laini was a beautiful, cigarette-smoking, dancing hippie with an Afro and long flowing pants. She had a way of looking at the world that made it seem like she’d already lived a hundred lives on this earth. Carl was homeschooled until he was seventeen, and he had two nautical stars tattooed on his pelvis such that the tips poked out just above the line of his pants. Jacob turned up to our first French class wearing tactical clothing—mismatched dark green jungle camo and desert brown army boots. I was the short, girly-girl/tomboy hybrid wearing knee-high boots, a flowy white miniskirt, and a beat-up blue cotton T-shirt that I had butchered the bottom off myself so it fit my short torso.

			Even though we were young, each of us had already reached the same two simple conclusions about the world. First, life was meant to be fun. Second, we needed to be self-reliant.

			Carl was already hunting wild game and learning to cure his own meats. Jacob was striving to finish up high school and immediately become an Army Ranger. We would play a version of the Scottish Highland Games in the woods behind Carl’s house, lifting big rocks and tossing them as far as we could, attempting the caber toss with whatever trees Carl had chopped down recently for firewood.

			We played with throwing knives and even practiced archery. On rainy days we lifted weights, trained our bodies, and read books on medieval weaponry, playing out scenes of what it would be like to go into battle.

			Laini was different. The only weapon she truly needed was her tongue. She talked fast and thought even faster, and she could either charm or eviscerate at will. She could articulate her thoughts with the same ease with which she could do splits and dance around. Words were never so easy for me. I always felt more comfortable going to battle using my fists, knees, and teeth.

			Jacob’s home life had turned him into a brawler too, and I always had the feeling that Carl just liked the adrenaline of combat. The four of us had a special bond, a bond formed through hours of playing a mashup of heavy metal and EDM while also beating the living shit out of each other down in Carl’s basement.

			We weren’t too creative, so we called it the Underground Fight Club and the sessions rolled out pretty much like they did in the movie. We’d take turns taking swigs of whisky from the bottle and go one-on-one with each other, a cigar sticking out the side of Jacob’s mouth as he
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