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Prologue

Midnight. The boat flew over the raging Southern Ocean in the darkness. Everything inside rattled and shook as she surfed the monstrous waves.

I was in furious seas in the middle of the world's wildest ocean, somewhere between Australia and Africa, hundreds of miles from any shipping lane, about as far as it's possible to be from any other person.

I checked the wind speed. Still averaging 45 knots. I worried about my mast but I had three reefs in the main and this, along with my tiny bulletproof staysail, was the best possible set-up. I reminded myself my boat would outrun almost any wave and she was built to sail in the wildest seas imaginable.

‘Well,’ I thought, ‘we are in those wild seas now.’

I looked outside. I could make out streaks of foam stretching across the sea, turning it white; I could see breakers collapsing under their own weight with a tremendous whump.

We shot over a huge wave and the boat surged forward as she passed the crest, picking up speed as she surfed downwards. I held my breath as we accelerated. Looking ahead, the boat was angled down at 20 degrees, flying towards the trough like an arrow.

I looked left and right, admiring the face of the huge roaring wave, its pure, unimaginable power; the speed rose to 18, 19, 20 knots as we surfed down its front. I continued to check the speed: ‘Whoa! 22 … 24 … 26 knots! A new record!’

I braced myself for the drastic deceleration that was certain to come as we ploughed into the wall of water in front of us. The bow dug in and sent plumes of spray flying 20 feet into the air, turning my boat, essentially a 50-foot surf board, into a submarine for a few moments. Seconds later we were already on the crest of the next wave.

The speed! It was just amazing. I was setting new records by the minute. Twenty-six knots on my surfboard in these wild seas was just insane, like hurtling down a wet country lane in a Ferrari at 90mph.

Not for one moment did I wish I were on dry land. I was scared, for sure, but not panicked. Panic is not something I normally associate with the ocean. It's where I feel most at home. Its uncontrollable dangers are an unavoidable part of the ocean sailor's life.

I'd wedged myself inside the cabin at the chart table, which was the safest place to be in these conditions. Attempting to go anywhere on deck was just asking for a good test of my safety harness. I tried to work on the chart; it gave me something to do instead of just worry about the conditions, which were forecast to continue for at least another twenty-four hours. Everything was wet, except me. I had my fabulous dry-suit, and it was working a treat.

The sea became really lumpy; there were waves within waves. It seemed to boil. I was bounced every which way as the boat flew forward.

The freak wave that came thundering through the darkness from the port side must have been an enormous breaker. I was in the cabin so didn't see it coming but I had a one-second warning – its deafening roar. It scooped the boat up and slammed it flat on its starboard side in an instant.

All I could do was hold my breath and somersault with the boat as my world was flipped upside down. The fear that hit me was instant. The noise was ridiculous; the boat creaked, groaned, rattled and screamed.

Time seemed to slow as we went further and further over. Objects flew across the cabin. A 20-litre jerry can of diesel shot past me and hit the other side of the cabin with an almighty crack, spilling its contents.

This was about as bad as it could get. Speed had dropped to a few knots. A wave could sweep in from behind at any moment, turning or flipping the boat fully, ripping the carbon-fibre mast from the deck as if it were matchwood.

The water ballast was now above my head, on what was now the port side, turning the boat further and further over in the wrong direction, way past 90 degrees. The 4-metre keel was out of the water, the 70-foot mast was pointing down the front of the enormous wave. I was on the verge of turning all the way over.

I skidded as I fought to keep my balance; suddenly I was steadying myself with my feet against the roof.

Was this it? Was this the end of my dream?

Was this how I was going to die?





PART ONE

MAKING WAVES





1
Meet the Perhams

I screamed in delight; this was the most fantastic thing I'd ever done. Soaked in spray and shivering with pleasure, I scrambled to keep hold of the tiller. Mum looked nervously on from the bow as the wild steering of her insane six-year-old son threatened to tip both her and my sister into the water.

‘Dad!’ I yelled, feeling slightly panicked as the wind picked up, ‘I need your help!’

‘Hold on, Mike,’ Dad answered, grinning as he joined me.

As far as I was concerned, Blue Jay, the Perham family's first boat, was a 14-foot piece of heaven. Dad had spotted it while we were caravanning in Suffolk. It was in tip-top condition. A family had bought it on a Swallows and Amazons-inspired whim and had used it just once. It had sat in their barn for the next fifteen years.

Dad snapped it up and we drove it round and round the caravan site in celebration. Deeply impressed by our spontaneous purchase – it was the finest and most wonderful thing I'd ever seen – I gave myself a stiff neck watching Blue Jay through the back window for the entire drive home.

Sailing and adventure is in my blood. I come from a long line of sailors, starting with my great-great-great-great-grandfather who served in the Marines as a gunner in the 1850s. Both of my grandfathers served in the Royal Navy, and my dad, Peter, joined the Merchant Navy at sixteen.

A glider pilot, sailor, climber and clown, Dad is one seriously tough and wiry ball of irrepressible energy. He cycled from Land's End to John O'Groats when he was seventeen and met and fell in love with Mum, Heather, a gentle, patient and adventurous woman, on their very first date. By the end of the evening they'd decided they were going to travel the globe.

Shortly after they'd backpacked through Southeast Asia, Dad managed to wangle his way aboard a custom-built 40-footer to take part in New Zealand's biggest sailing race. It was hit by one of the worst storms in living memory – just eight out of five hundred yachts finished.

Marriage brought my older sister Fiona and me, so Dad gave up the high seas for an oil-rig where he worked as a roustabout, guiding the drill, but after he nearly disappeared with the drill into the earth's core he chucked it in and went to the other extreme. He became a chartered surveyor, bought a house in landlocked Potters Bar and settled down.

My love for all things water-related meant that as I got older our garage became rammed with water sports equipment: windsurf, body and surfboards, canoes, dinghies and water-skis. I took up canoe polo and dabbled in athletics, rugby and biking. When I was six I also taught myself to ski on toy skis on a randomly discovered snowy hill in the Lake District.

Nothing compared to sailing, however. Nothing came close. We sailed in all weathers. In 1997, when we took Blue Jay to the Lake District, we woke up one morning on our inflatable mattresses drifting in floodwater. But the greater the adversity, the more determined I became, and we sailed our way across Lake Coniston in a big blow. Dad and I also terrified Mum and Fiona by sailing in Langston Harbour in Portsmouth in choppy waters.

I hated using the engine; it was always sail for me. When we went up the Thames on a windless day we had to use the outboard, which sounded like a scooter with a hole in the exhaust. I spent most of that trip cringing as people in their peaceful gardens and pubs looked up to see what the unholy racket was.

Just after I turned ten in 2002, Dad spotted a 27-foot yacht for sale in Germany. Blue Jay was laid up soon after we drove The Odin home, drawing stares as the car groaned its way through the streets, tugging The Odin into our little cul-de-sac.

We were inseparable from the start. I spent most of the naming party on board polishing and cleaning, dreaming of the high seas. If I wasn't in the house then everyone knew where to find me – on the boat.

The only problem was, I couldn't sail it. Even standing on tiptoe I couldn't see over the cockpit when I was at the wheel. Besides this, the way it held water ballast meant it wasn't all that seaworthy.

After a few frustrating sails, Dad had one of his brainwaves.

‘Why don't we just design our own boat?’ he said.

My heart jumped. ‘Yes!’





2
The Idea

I stared at the paper. The cabin windows were wrong. I knew there was a better way of making them lighter, more watertight, and the right height and size for me. I sketched what I saw in my mind as best I could and showed Dad.

‘That'll work,’ he said, his eyes sparkling.

He had found a company, Harley Racing Yachts, that could build us a seaworthy 28-footer which we could tow on a trailer. Our boat was to be named Arcturus (after a very bright star; the model was called Tide 28), and we built her from scratch with Nigel Harley, a tireless boat enthusiast, an outgoing man with a massive shed filled to the rafters with every spare part under the sun. I learned how every piece of the boat was designed and made. It took us a year of long weekends and school holidays at Cowes, but Dad and I loved every minute.

We're like best mates. My dad's completely bonkers, and I think I must have a bit of his craziness too. We regularly hold ‘loudest sneeze’ competitions and score each other. You need to achieve sufficient volume so that everybody in the room stops what they're doing to see whether you've just sneezed your brains all over the carpet. Neither of us has scored a ten yet but I've got a nine a couple of times.

We're always mucking about; we just can't help it. Even a simple visit to a supermarket can involve a spontaneous game of badminton, football or trolley surfing. If we ever found any alarm clocks for sale, we'd set them so they'd go off hours later.

The day Arcturus was ready for a test sail I could hardly keep still. Her hull slid through the sea like an eel; I could feel the wind lifting her, and she tugged away, begging us to open her sails and let her go. Arcturus was truly beautiful. It felt as if she could sail for the horizon for ever.

It was then that I had my crazy idea.

Seb Clover, a few days shy of his sixteenth birthday, had just become the youngest person to sail the Atlantic. We'd seen him give a talk at the local cruising association. Mum and Dad have never lost their passion for trying all things new, and this is something I inevitably inherited from them.

I stared Dad in the eye. ‘I want to sail across the Atlantic – in our boat – solo.’

We'd talked about sailing across the Atlantic every now and again, usually when we were in the car, driving home after a good sail, but now I was really serious. I wanted to do it as soon as possible.

I didn't know it then, but in August 1971, when he was a boy, Dad had written in his diary that he wanted to sail round the world on his own. ‘Forget it,’ his father told him, ‘you'll never do that!’ Now here was his fourteen-year-old son, saying almost exactly the same thing.

He was hardly going to say no, was he?
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Ocean's 14

Nigel Harley suggested we take Arcturus to the Southampton Boat Show. People loved her. A 28-foot ocean-going trailer-sailer was unique and practical, really filling a gap in the market. Just pop it on the back of a 4X4 and off you go. No mooring fees. Five people wanted to buy one so we went into production. Nigel built them while Dad handled sales.

Fate took a hand when the very first guy we'd sold a boat to ran out of money and left us with a half-built boat. Dad said, ‘Maybe we could both go across the Atlantic, one boat each,’ and winked at me. Easier said than done as we had yet to get our scheme past Mum.

Dad took a deep breath one evening as we finished dinner and put forward his idea.

‘What?’ Mum said. ‘I always knew you were crazy enough to fulfil your ambition, but I didn't think for a moment you were going to take Michael with you!’

Poor Mum! Most mothers only had to worry about their teenage kids staying out late, not about their only son spending months at sea facing deadly challenges and sleep deprivation.

Despite my best efforts to look serious, I was grinning from ear to ear.

There was a big issue here, though, a moral dilemma: should Mum and Dad let me take such a risk? I argued that getting out of bed and crossing the road is dangerous, and parents are always making life-or-death decisions on behalf of their kids. We agreed that the most important thing was to eliminate as much danger as possible, to make sure I was properly trained, and equipped with both the best gear and the best attitude. We knew that the Atlantic would throw up challenges guys twice my age and with twice my experience had not been able to overcome, so we did not take the decision lightly.

Then there was the financial side of things. We thought we'd have to re-mortgage the house. But by the end of the evening we were totally optimistic.

In this spirit I named my boat Cheeky Monkey and wondered whether she would become a sailing legend.

It was the spring of 2006, so we were going to have to get a move on as we needed to set off in November, the perfect time to go, when conditions would be at their best. Preparation needed to begin right away!

Researching the history of solo Atlantic crossing and solo sailing in general was a sobering experience. The Atlantic is, at 41 million square miles, massive, and many have died trying to cross it. It's not a place for the foolhardy or reckless. Death, serious injury and madness plague the solo adventurer.

One such tragic case was twenty-two-year-old Andrew Wilson who toiled away in his university's workshop every evening for five months working on his dream, the Nautica, a boat that would allow him to cross the Atlantic single-handed. He set off from Newfoundland in August 1980 bound for Ireland. Five months later, the empty Nautica was washed up on a remote Scottish isle.

Falling overboard was the biggest danger. If this happened then I'd have to watch Cheeky Monkey sail on without me, like Andrew Wilson probably watched the Nautica, and I wouldn't survive in open water for very long. Some single-handers tow a rope astern to give them a last desperate grasp for survival.

To deal with this I planned to wear a safety harness at all times, no excuses. Some sailors don't wear them, arguing that they restrict movement and can become entangled. Some even go so far as to believe that if you did fall overboard, the drag of the boat would make it impossible to pull yourself back on board so you'd drown anyway.

The harness is a belt that is fastened round the chest. It has short shoulder straps to hold the belt high up on the body. The boat has a wire lifeline stretched on each side next to the deck stanchions to give a free run from stem to stern, to which the harness is clipped. You get used to wearing one pretty quickly and use it automatically, like a seatbelt.

Then there was the danger of being hit by another boat or ship, or colliding with a whale or ocean debris. You might think there isn't much to hit in millions of square miles of sea, but there's all sorts of stuff to dodge. With no one to share watch, I'd only be able to sleep for minutes at a time. It would only take one small, simple mistake that at best would be dangerous and at worst, fatal. Even an entangled rudder can be disastrous when you're on your own.

Then there was accidental injury. Mum insisted we take two boxes of medical supplies – a huge amount for our little boats. ‘You can never have too much,’ she argued, so in they went. We had everything from splints to saline, antibiotics to painkillers (although our local doc would only let us take normal paracetamol). Dad and I also signed up for a sea-medical course which the instructors adapted especially for us. They'd ask us things like, ‘OK, you've broken your arm, you're on your own, what are you going to do?’ and then we'd work through various solutions together. We discovered we needed a mirror so we'd be able to see where we were hurt. We also took a pack of Pampers: with no time for stitches and bandages, a serious gash could be temporarily taken care of with a dollop of antiseptic, a nappy and a roll of miracle fix-all gaffer tape. There were hazards all over the boat and we could expect to suffer burns, sprains, breaks, gashes and concussion; and then there was always the possibility of hypothermia, even madness, which seemed to affect some long-distance solo sailors.

I visited a psychologist who asked me loads of very serious and very personal questions. ‘What if you don't come back? What do you think will happen to your parents?’ This was to make sure I understood the seriousness of our undertaking and to check my mental readiness. I'm happy to say it was a test I passed with flying colours.

Besides all this, in order to take the record for the youngest person to sail solo across the Atlantic I would have to follow all the stringent rules that apply to single-handed records. The 3,500-mile voyage had to be completed under sail operated and powered by wind and muscle power alone (so no electric/hydraulic winches to help with the sails).

The challenges brought the family closer than ever. Dad was my best mate and I could just as easily end up trying to save him if he got into trouble. When people asked us why we were doing it I felt like saying, ‘For each other.’ We shared the same dream and we were going to make it happen together.

Which meant we had a lot to do – and fast.
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Money Troubles

The weeks became a whirlwind of courses, outings, schoolwork, training, sponsorship hunting, last-minute rebuilding of various parts of the boats, applying to Guinness World Records and appearing at the Southampton Boat Show. At weekends we trained night and day, sailing back and forth from Cowes to the Channel Islands.

In Southampton we met some people who had sailed the Atlantic who were amazed to hear of our plans and offered us some very useful practical advice, as well as enthusiastically telling us to go for it, something that reassured Mum no end.

I couldn't get a radio licence because I was under eighteen but that obviously wasn't going to stop me from mastering this vital bit of equipment. No one would insure me or the boat either, and the Royal Yachting Association said I was too young to take on such a challenge.

‘Children can't even climb trees in this bloomin’ country,’ Dad moaned.

You don't need a ‘sailing licence’ to pilot a boat, but Dad was a Yacht Master and he took me through the syllabus until I knew it backwards. We studied the Atlantic crossing guide – the weather, ports to head for in a storm – and put together plans for a variety of scenarios at various stages of the crossing.

We also had to tell my school that I'd be away for six weeks. Luckily, the headmaster agreed to the time off as long as I took my schoolwork with me. There was no escape.

Our finances soon became stretched to snapping point. Dad wouldn't earn a salary all the time we were away and we had already invested everything we could borrow in the boats. Any spare cash immediately went into our little pot. We had so many things to buy: two tracking devices, life rafts, satellite phones, sea anchors, assorted spares, supplies, clothing, self-steering equipment, solar panels for electricity, radar, GPS systems (two each, just in case one failed) and navigation charts. It seemed as if the trip wouldn't go ahead at all, not because we weren't prepared, simply because we'd run out of cash. We needed £30,000 and we had, with the help of some local businesses, scraped together £10,000. We desperately needed more sponsorship.

One day, Dad was late back from work and we were wondering where he'd got to, thinking that perhaps the trains were screwed up again, when he burst through the front door, panting. ‘Ama-hurrr-zing news!’ he said.

Every day, on his way home from Potters Bar train station, he passed by the European HQ of the US shoe giants Skechers. On a whim he had stepped through the sliding glass door, marched straight up to reception and outlined our scheme to the receptionist. The next day he had an interview with the marketing manager who became very interested as soon as she realized we lived locally. Dad walked calmly out of the building and waited until he was round the corner before sprinting down the road, desperate to give us the good news – although it was by no means a done deal.

Meetings with top brass and teleconferences with the US head office followed, as did a very anxious, nail-biting few weeks while we waited for an answer. Many businesses had eagerly said they'd sponsor us only to perform an about-turn once the decision reached the person who signed the cheques.

We were gloomily discussing our finances round the dinner table when the phone rang. Skechers had agreed to sponsor us. What's more, they'd stumped up the full £20,000! We danced round the table. My heart raced. That meant the trip would definitely go ahead.

The money came through a few days later and a PR company arranged for me to appear on BBC's Newsround sailing Cheeky Monkey with the Skechers logo on the sail and side. I grinned like a madman the whole time. Atlantic, here we come!
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The Race to the Start Line

I awoke bursting with energy every single day, and boy, did I need it. We worked on Cheeky Monkey and Arcturus whenever we had time, there was so much equipment to fit. Once we were happy we then had to pack them up and find a transport company to drive them to Gibraltar. Although this made for a longer journey of 3,500 nautical miles – most Atlantic sailors leave from Gran Canaria in the Canary Islands, 600 nautical miles closer to Antigua – we liked the idea that we were starting from a British colony and were arriving in one. There'd be no language barriers.

Next we went shopping for supplies. We looked for the largest Tesco we could find, and each of us grabbed a trolley and filled it up with two months’ worth of canned food. Soon we would realize that this was a very chaotic way to shop. Food is not merely fuel. There are times when all you have to look forward to is the next meal, and I would come to regret not being more careful.

In between all the preparations we managed to escape for a brief family weekend camping by the sea. This last trip together was especially poignant. As was our tradition, Dad and I gathered driftwood for a fire on which we boiled a can of hotdogs. After eating our supper, watching the sunset and studying the ocean, we sat chatting, laughing and joking in the darkness as the fire shot sparks at us. It was the same as always, but our feelings ran deeper than normal; memories and thoughts for the future took on a greater significance. That frantic summer had brought us closer together than ever, and we were about to embark on a tremendous adventure.

Mum and Fiona were just as much a part of the mission as Dad and I. Apart from all their help with the preparations, they would run Mission Control – essentially our home computer with an internet connection in our front room, along with some charts, a telephone and a list of emergency numbers for everything from broadband repair to the satellite tracking company. Mum was more than happy to take all this on: it was the best way of keeping an eye on her two sailing madmen. Ours was a very economical operation (the satellite phones cost a dollar a minute to call the UK so I was under strict instructions not to abuse them), but we knew we had covered all the bases.

When the time came for Dad and me to head off, Mum gave me a hug and told me she loved me, and not to do anything stupid.

‘What,’ I replied, ‘like sail across the Atlantic single-handed?’
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Dry Land Disaster

We left Potters Bar before dawn to get to Southampton so we could supervise the loading of Arcturus on to the lorry that would take the boats to Gibraltar; Cheeky Monkey would be towed behind on its own trailer. It was close to midnight by the time they were ready. Seeing them both on the low-loader inspired feelings of pride in us both. Then, having given the lorry driver a good head start, we flew to Gibraltar.

We'd had a fairly sleepless night. We were tremendously excited. It was truly amazing to have arrived at this point. It taught me so much about what was possible when you really throw yourself into making a dream reality. Suddenly here we were, butterflies in our stomachs, about to embark on the adventure of a lifetime. I was so excited. This was going to be an amazing adventure, pure and simple!

The first thing I noticed about Gibraltar airport was that it was tiny. You step on to the tarmac, pick up your bags and turn right for Spain and left for Gibraltar. As we jiggled our trolleys round the corner we suddenly found ourselves in the town centre. We looked at each other in surprise. Because it seemed like the logical thing to do, we used the trolleys to wheel our bags all the way to the marina. We found out that everybody did this, and people wheeled them back up to the airport again when leaving.

When we arrived at the marina there was another surprise: my boat was on the lorry. Our hearts stopped as the driver approached us and began his explanation with the words, ‘Mr Perham, there's been a terrible accident.’

He'd been racing along one of Spain's busiest motorways when one of the wheels on Cheeky Monkey's trailer seized. The trailer gave an unexpected shudder and suddenly jack-knifed, tearing itself free of the lorry and catapulting itself towards the central reservation. The driver could only watch in his mirror as Cheeky Monkey smashed into the barrier with a sickening crunch. The trailer slithered along the barrier in a nails-down-the-blackboard screeching skid before finally coming to a standstill, pinned to the barrier in the middle of the motorway.

As cars veered round the unexpected obstacle, our brave driver had risked his neck working frantically to get the trailer lined up and hitched back on to the low-loader using his winch. He crawled into the next service station, where he chained Cheeky Monkey to a lamppost, raced to Gibraltar to deliver Arcturus, dashed back to collect Cheeky Monkey and drove back to Gibraltar again, desperately hoping he would arrive before we did. In the end, he beat us by just a few minutes.

We dropped our bags and sprinted over to my boat. A nasty black scuff mark showed us where it had hit the central reservation. But after we'd meticulously gone over every inch we concluded that she was still ship-shape – a testament to her toughness.

The next thing we thought was, ‘What's Mum going to say?’ We were worried she'd want to call the whole thing off. But once we'd argued that as far as we were concerned the boat was 100 per cent fit, she seemed reassured.

Apart from the scuff mark, various adjustments needed to be made to the boat, and the windows needed to be refitted. They'd been shaken loose during all the transporting and lifting. We decided to make them extra secure by bolting them in. The boatyard was a mile away from where we were staying (appropriately enough, our B&B was on a boat, and while breakfast was great, the beds were awful and we slept terribly) and we were always forgetting stuff and having to march back and forth – in the pouring rain.

The weather was a major problem. It was blowing a gale, and it was three torturous days before we could put the boats in the water. In the meantime we bought hundreds of litres of fresh water and stocked up on some fresh food.

Finally, it was the night before the sail. Dad and I sat eating fish and chips, looking at our boats. ‘It's amazing we've come this far,’ he said, and I agreed wholeheartedly. It just showed what was possible when you really put your mind to it. We then talked about how we were going to look out for each other once we were out at sea – a reassuring exercise. Which reminded me that this was a first for Dad as well. He was also about to embark on his first solo sail!

One of my heroes, round-the-world sailor Pete Goss, once said, ‘There are two challenges to any sailing project. The first is getting to the start line. The second is getting to the finish line.’ Well, we had made it to the start line. It had proved extremely difficult, but here we were, only months after we'd decided to try the impossible. The only problem was, after three days of gales the wind had dropped to nothing, and barely a ripple creased the water. We had wanted to head off at ten a.m.

I hopped around with impatience, checking and rechecking Cheeky Monkey. She looked great. With our water bottles either side of the keel we had loads of space and the entire aft was given over to the stores department. The forward section, the driest part of the boat, was for our personal gear. Fully loaded, the boats weighed nearly 3 tonnes each.

I was fit to burst as we waited and waited in the still air.
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An Emotional Departure

We had to get away soon. If we waited too long the weather reports predicted we'd hit the Strait of Gibraltar with the wind against us. We needed it behind us so we'd beat the strong tide and safely dodge our way through some of the most congested waters in the world.

We finally set off at midday on 18 November 2006. After all our hard work, leaving that day was so emotional. I called Mum at 12.47 and my voice croaked, ‘It's just … just amazing.’ I was so proud of what we were doing. Mum, trying to stay calm but streaming tears, told me she was thrilled. My body tingled with exhilaration; our dream had come true. Next, Mum called Dad. They had a conversation filled with raw emotion – love, jubilation and pride mixed with worry, fear and heartache. Fiona told me later that she'd never heard Dad get so emotional.

We sailed on, Europe on one side, Africa on the other. Once in the Strait the wind picked up and we scudded forward. We wanted to get out of the Strait as soon as possible, which meant no sleep for forty-eight hours, but I was far too fired up to worry about that. I could feel the power of the rolling sea below, although there were only ripples on the surface. Waves half a mile deep powered their way in from the Atlantic beneath me, discharging the grey ocean water into the deep blue Med. In the darkness I saw the lights of many supertankers.

Now the fun could really begin.

I gawped as we drew nearer to one of the supertankers. It was truly enormous, 500,000 tonnes and a quarter of a mile long. The distance from the keel to the top of the funnel rivalled the height of St Paul's. This was dangerous stuff. The Strait was chocka. Ships were funnelled in groups of three or four in ten-minute gaps so total concentration was required to pick your spot. One mistake and you'd be mown down. It wasn't as if they could put the brakes on: a supertanker's stopping distance is measured in kilometres.

We zigzagged our way round a constant line of shapes as darkness fell while the flow from the Atlantic – a million cubic metres of water through the 13km wide Strait every second – tried to push us back into the Med. It was just like being on a motorway jammed with juggernauts, incoming ships travelling on an eastbound lane while outgoing vessels travelled west.

I surged with confidence when we sailed out of the Strait and into the open Atlantic. Once we were clear, I made my way below to get some grub and was horrified to see there was water in my boat – lots of it.

Back in Potters Bar, Mum and Fiona were plotting our progress as a red line on a nautical map using info beamed from our satellite trackers. At eight a.m. Mum checked the charts again and again as the red lines had suddenly veered off course. She looked at Fiona and exclaimed, ‘They're going the wrong way!’

Then Dad called home using the satellite phone and explained the problem. ‘We're out of the Strait but we're heading north for Cadiz for housekeeping.’ Mum said the reception was perfect. She could even hear the whoosh of the boat as it caught a wave and surged forward.

A few hours later, Dad and I were parked a couple of miles outside the ancient Spanish port city of Cadiz. The wind dropped to almost nothing and the sea lapped gently at our boats. We shouted our theories to each other as to what might be wrong in an effort to try and prevent us having to put in so early to fix the problem.

Then it hit me. It was rainwater! The rain had got in when we repaired the windows, which had come free of their mouldings during the journey. It had rained so much in Gibraltar that the bilges had filled to the top, so when I'd changed tack, water had slopped over the sides. No wonder Cheeky Monkey had felt so heavy!

I bailed and cleaned the bilges. I was soon ready but it was nightfall before the wind picked up again, so I passed the time marvelling at the lights of the remarkable cathedral city of Cadiz that juts out into the ocean in a star shape on the end of a short, narrow peninsula. I also tidied up. Like most teenagers, mess just seems to happen when I'm around, but in this situation you simply can't afford to leave things strewn about your boat.

Shortly after we set off again I saw my first wild dolphin. Just a silver strip breaking the waves at first, then it flew out of the water. I spotted another, then another, and soon twenty were playing around me. Overjoyed, I thought this would be a good time to call Mum.

She had some bad news. She emailed our position every morning as early as possible to the weather routing service and they'd email back the best course to avoid bad weather. The latest reports indicated a nasty blow was on the way, and there was no way round it.

But at that moment I was over the moon. I'd seen my first dolphin and was sailing along at 5 knots in 3-metre swells.

Then Mum asked me if I could see Dad.

‘Yes,’ I replied, ‘he's a white dot on the horizon.’

And then the phone went dead.
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Storm Horizons

On day seven I spied a mixture of silver and black-grey clouds rolling in fast from the southwest. Dad was out of range of the VHF and my sat phone was out of order.

The approaching storm was a gusting Force 9. Under such conditions dense streaks of foam in the direction of the wind would stretch for 30 feet; some waves would be so high they would become breakers, collapsing under their own weight, and the spray would make it difficult to see; the wind would blow at almost 40mph, strong enough to tear sails.

Sure enough, the wind rose rapidly. The barometer plummeted. The dolphins that had been playing alongside Cheeky Monkey vanished. Thunder rumbled in the distance as the air became thicker and colder, and spray started to hit my face.

The most important thing was to slow the boat down. If I ran before a gale at too great a speed and plummeted too fast down the face of a wave there would be a serious danger of pitchpoling – somersaulting stern over bow. The most likely hazard, however, was broaching, which is when the boat is pushed broadside to the face of the waves where it's smashed amidships and capsized by tonnes of water.

Working until my arms were aching, I wound the sails down, fastened them securely and adjusted the self-steering. I then fed out the sea anchor, a parachute that holds water instead of air. This was the vital bit of kit that would keep Cheeky Monkey's nose pointing at the waves during the blow. That way she wouldn't turn side on to the waves and end up being broached. Knowing how important they were, we'd bought sea anchors that were for bigger boats than ours, just to be safe.

As soon as that was done, I made sure everything was strapped down, then watched as the sea transformed into a dark, freezing maelstrom of violent waves. Spray blasted through the air, slapping me hard in the face. Night was falling; my adrenalin increased as the air pressure fell. A night-time storm was an exciting but frightening prospect, a bigger sailing challenge than anything I had ever faced before.

Not for one moment did I wish that I was on dry land. Ocean sailing is an on-the-edge sport and can be extremely hazardous, but dangers like this are part and parcel of the sailor's life.

At that moment, all I could think about was the impending storm. I was dead tired though, so, still fully togged up, I climbed into my bunk, raised the lee cloth and tried to doze – something that soon proved impossible as Cheeky Monkey see-sawed back and forth, her speed checked by the sea anchor.

Being so small and light, Cheeky Monkey bobbed up and down like a cork. It was like being inside a washing machine. The noise was intense, like car-crash after car-crash as the waves whacked the bow, everything inside the boat rattling and shaking like loose spanners in a metal toolbox.

It was hellish. For most of the time just standing up was a real mission. At one point I was thrown headfirst towards the stove, and on another occasion a wave put me to bed by throwing me back into my bunk. Wedged into my bunk was in fact the safest place for me to be, so I stayed put.

I held on as we shot down another huge swell. I loved every moment. This was even better than I'd been expecting!
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Survival

I was so relieved that Cheeky Monkey was handling the storm so brilliantly, but a few waves later she suddenly jerked and turned, almost throwing me out of the bunk. I was side on to the waves, which could mean a capsize! The boat tilted until I was at 45 degrees to the water; the keel prevented the wave from taking me any further. I leapt from my bunk and saw on the anemometer that the wind had gusted to 46 knots. This really was a Force 9!

I palmed the sides of the cabin as I fought to get on deck. I quickly clipped on my safety harness. Spray hit me like bullets; the wind sounded like an express train; streams of water poured over the deck. Cheeky Monkey reared like a bucking horse. I quickly slammed the deck hatch shut behind me as the last thing I wanted was to have a wave sweep in from behind and fill the boat. Pumping hundreds of gallons of water from below would be almost impossible in such conditions.

This was a whole new level for me, way above anything I had ever faced. The Atlantic made everything else seem so … so childish, as if I'd been sailing on still water until now. But this was what it was all about. As someone once told me, sailing is not carried out against the elements but because of them. It was a matter of skill, of controlling the boat. Never, not for a second, would I ever think of giving up.

Even so, I felt quite alone – unable to call for help, nowhere near land, just me, Cheeky Monkey and millions of square miles of the Atlantic, doing its worst. And I was broadside to the waves, a very dangerous position to be in. A large wave could easily push Cheeky Monkey over on its side.

What was it? I asked myself. Why was the boat so out of control? Checking that my safety line was secure, I staggered to the front of the boat and looked over the bow. The sea anchor. I pulled its line and, to my horror, the rope came to me with no resistance. The sea anchor had been shredded!

Cheeky Monkey flew wildly down the next wave like an elevator cut loose of its cable, and I clung on for dear life.

Fear is not an emotion I normally associate with the ocean; when things go wrong or danger rears its head, I generally feel a surge of exhilaration as I turn to deal with it. To me, the ocean has never been an alien environment. Sailing is my way of life, the sea my home. I never see the ocean as my enemy, just something that is unfathomably powerful and uncontrollable which holds my total respect. After all, one false move means death. But now I faced disaster. My sea anchor was gone and I didn't have a spare. No man could hold a boat steady in such circumstances, let alone a fourteen-year-old boy.

I winced every time Cheeky Monkey fell off a wave but she seemed to be having a whale of a time as wind and water whirled around her. ‘Do your worst,’ I thought, as wind and water whirled around me too. ‘I'm crossing this ocean whatever it takes!’

Problems like the sea anchor have to be solved straight away; ignoring them or coming up with the wrong answer is fatal. Outside help is usually hundreds of miles away. It is like a never-ending game of chess: problems arise when pieces are moved by an invisible opponent; the option every time is to play to win or do nothing and lose.

Keeping my line secure and grabbing on for dear life as the boat was pounded time and again, I grabbed my large bailing buckets and some rope. Forcing my fingers to work, I tied the rope to the buckets and then to the forward mooring cleat and threw them over the side. To my relief, the buckets seemed to work as a sea anchor: Cheeky Monkey held steady and faced the storm once more.

I couldn't stay on deck a moment longer, it was just too dangerous; there was no sailing to be done in these conditions. I clambered below into my washing-machine cabin and checked the phone.

It still wasn't working.
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Cheeky Monkey Vanishes

Finally, the storm eased. I prayed Dad was OK. We had been blown apart, beyond the range of our VHF radios. I checked and rechecked the satellite phone, hoping that it had just stopped working because of the storm. But the antenna wasn't loose and the battery was charged; it was just dead. Dammit! I decided to stay put for the moment, for as long as Dad's phone was working Mum would be able to tell him my position so he would be able to come and find me.

After hanging about for a few hours, I pulled in the buckets. It was time to put the emergency back-up plan into action. I set sail for Lanzarote, our emergency rendezvous. I had to sail without vital information such as weather reports, so had no idea if I was heading towards a hurricane or dead air.

I sailed through the day, in fine but cold conditions, and marvelled at the setting sun on the Atlantic, truly one of the world's wonders. At sea, with nothing to break up the horizon, there was one last wink of light and it was gone. As the sun left the sky, it brought home to me that I was truly alone on the high seas.

I wondered again how Dad was getting on.

I didn't yet know it but the storm had destroyed Dad's sea anchor too; he had a tiny spare which somehow outlasted its bigger brother and he made it through in one piece. He'd been trying to call me but we were out of range on the VHF. He called home to speak to Mum and breathed a sigh of relief when she told him that both boats were clearly still sailing. She put me as being 12 miles behind him, so Dad sat tight, taking the chance to rest after what had been a long and difficult night, waiting for me to sail within range of his VHF.

Some hours later, Dad still hadn't heard from me so he called Mum again.

‘But you've moved,’ she exclaimed, ‘and Michael hasn't changed position.’

‘What on earth do you mean?’ Dad asked. ‘I've been sitting here waiting for Mike all day long.’ Then it clicked. ‘Do you think the tracker company has us mixed up?’

Sure enough, they had, and that's when Dad realized that I was sailing for Lanzarote. He was delighted to see that I was OK but now I was half a day ahead of him and that meant we'd have a few days of sailing without any communication.

Frustrated that he'd wasted so much time sitting still, he turned the boat windward and sailed after me through a fine swell. Mum then confirmed we were both moving, and that I was going to be in Lanzarote quite some time ahead of him.

Mum called Dad back a few minutes later. He snatched the phone up hoping it was me and tried not to sound disappointed to hear Mum's voice.

Clearly there was something amiss. Her voice was trembling.

‘What is it?’ he asked. ‘What's wrong?’

‘He's gone!’ Mum told him. ‘Mike's tracker's not on the screen!’

For Mum, seeing my signal vanish was a total shock. Fearing the worst, her heart pounded as she stared at the computer screen, willing the signal to come back. Then she realized what it might be. When she'd called the tracking company about the mixed signals, she'd asked them to broadcast the signals more often (until then they'd been sent every two hours). She rang them.

‘Yes, we've reset the tracker to increase the signal frequency,’ they told her, ‘but we have to switch it off to do that. You have to press the reset button on the actual device to complete the change.’

Relieved and furious all at once, Mum told them off. ‘You didn't tell me this before! My son is in the middle of the Atlantic Ocean with no means of communication and now thanks to you we have no idea where he is!’
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A Flying Visit

I emerged from below to find a flying fish flapping its way across my deck. I scooped it up and chucked it over the side. I resisted the urge to try and cook it. Apparently they make for good eating, but for a solo sailor food poisoning is yet another fatal possibility. The surface of the sea shimmered as the fluttering school broke the surface.

While they never seemed to grow tired of flying fish for supper, my appetite for tinned food was already wearing thin. I dreamed of English breakfasts, fresh fruit and veg, and Mars bars. I was infuriated with myself for not bringing more snacks – something I planned to rectify the moment I arrived in Lanzarote.

Nearing the Canaries, I checked the charts and watched the seas carefully. There are numerous shallows and outcrops close to the coast, so I knew I had to remain alert.

Now that I was near to land I checked my mobile phone. Yes! It had a signal! Hoping I still had some credit, I called home.

‘Hi Mum, it's me!’

It was all Mum could do to say hello before breaking out into sobs of relief; it had been a nightmare forty-eight hours for her. I laughed when I heard I was twelve hours ahead of Dad. It was funny to think that I'd ‘beaten’ him to Lanzarote!

I marvelled at the never-ending stream of jets carting thousands of tourists back and forth from the airport. There were many treacherous rocks here, lying just below the water, their jagged edges ready to rip the hull of a careless boat. I turned to the west, radioed ahead and sailed for the Marina Rubicon near the town of Playa Blanca.

Having guessed that I was heading for our emergency rendezvous, Dad had called ahead to the marina, so they were expecting me. Nonetheless, I still attracted puzzled stares as I arrived in this beautiful marina full of impressive and extravagant yachts – people looking over my shoulder for the adult. I raised quite a belly laugh when I filled out the captain's declaration and had to put down my age.

An ex-Royal Marine called John came to see what all the fuss was about and went over Cheeky Monkey, checking and fixing my solar panels – those guys can repair anything. As far as the record was concerned it was fine for me to receive help at this point. I could start my attempt from any island in the western Atlantic and, as I mentioned, the typical launch point for Atlantic crossings is Gran Canaria. By the time Dad arrived eleven hours later I had become good friends with John, Kate and their daughter, Sophie. They even invited me to share their ‘Sunday lunch’ on their boat – just what I needed.

Both of our boats needed repairs – Dad's rudder needed some work – but the most pressing problem was to replace my satellite phone. Mum Fedexed one but it got stuck in Madrid customs, and despite some fairly frantic phone calls they failed to appreciate the urgency, so my uncle Iain offered to fly out with another one. While he ran for the next plane to the Canaries, Dad and I took the opportunity to grab an excellent fillet steak and stock up on snacks. I bought the island's entire supply of chocolate (almost) and forty AA batteries for my iPod speakers, as I didn't want to run out of power for them.

We slept in the boats that night, and the next day Dad suggested we go on a sightseeing tour of Lanzarote's volcano, the Montana de Fuego (Mountain of Fire). Even though the main volcano, Timanfaya, was still considered ‘live’, its last eruption was in 1824. I wasn't that impressed. It was all right, I suppose, but just like land-lubbers might describe the sea as a lot of water, to me the volcano was just a pile of rocks.

By the time we got back, my uncle had arrived with the new satellite phone. He hardly had time to stop as he had to get back to work the next day and was booked on the next flight back.

Finally, on day eleven, thanks to his efforts, we set sail once more.
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