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Prologue

The storm hit like a breaking wave—a taut coil of energy that unleashed pulses of rain, wind, swell, and lightning across the sea. Gusts blew so hard they knocked the tops off waves, vaporizing seawater into salty clouds of spray that blinded the man standing at the helm. Wind pushed the boat over fifteen degrees and shrieked through stainless steel stays. When the rain came, it didn’t fall straight down; it flew horizontally, pelting his face. It didn’t matter. There was nothing to see. The gale had blotted out the coastline, the bay, the waves—everything but a sphere of roiling green water and gray sky a few hundred feet around him.

The storm was a line squall: compact, sudden, fierce. It was a meteorological paroxysm fueled by a thousand-mile-wide cold front, convection, precipitation, and friction. Wind bulldozed the ocean like a brush roll, flinging seawater into the air. There was still some blue sky far to the south, where a few foggy wisps hovered. But in the north and west, it was all gray and black, the light of day sapped by a thick woolen fog. He was scared, but he also saw some beauty in the storm—in the chaos, the potency of unmitigated nature, the force of an atmospheric shift, the inertia of trillions of molecules jostling and sifting through the sky. Wind moving that swiftly has weight and shape. It becomes a semisolid mass that can bend steel, uproot trees, or snap a boat’s mast in half. You can’t help but marvel in the middle of a blow. It’s often difficult to imagine that you will survive it either.

He watched as a line formed between what had been and what would be—a picturesque view of the New England coastline gone; a whorl of wind, rain, swells, and dark night descending. The lighthouse he’d been sailing toward, the beach behind him, and the quaint fishing towns crowded around the edge of the sea were all gone. Airborne sea spray hovered like ground fog over a meadow. He had not seen the squall coming. He should have, but there are too many tasks when sailing alone: steering, trimming sails, securing gear, fixing the engine, navigating, eating, inventing ways to relieve yourself. He simply didn’t look up in time.

His boat was twenty feet long and was better suited for lakes and rivers than the rough waters of northeastern America. It was a classic Marconi sloop. It didn’t have a deep keel or enough ballast to fight through heavy wind and chop. Rain had been a constant since he’d pushed off from the mainland a week ago. Patches of mold grew from the corners of the overhead below. The cabin was barely tall enough to sit up in, and the berth was not quite long enough to stretch out his legs and sleep on. He’d chosen this prison—partly out of ignorance, partly to see if he could do it. He had sailed his entire life but never on a journey this long and perilous.

Over the past week, a steady parade of pea-green four-foot swells rolling through the Gulf of Maine had pitched the boat so violently that he spent most nights at anchor, repairing the damage. His destination was far north, where America ends and Canada begins. That morning, he’d pushed off from York, Maine, and followed the York River out to sea, near Black Rocks and Millbury Ledge. The breeze picked up off East Point, where he unfurled the headsail and trimmed the main, setting a course for the tall white cylinder of Nubble Light on Cape Neddick.

The sky was blue then, with a few clouds gathering in the northeast. The sun splintered off ripples as a few fishing boats headed out to the banks. The air smelled of salt, seaweed, and bait. The thick evergreen shores of the Maine coast wrapped around granite headlands and capes. This postcard view of the Gulf of Maine had disintegrated in less than an hour. The boat appeared to be sailing well at first, but the man failed to notice that its poor seakeeping was pushing it sideways as fast as the wind drew it forward. Just minutes before the storm hit, he realized he was pinned deep in a bay that he couldn’t sail out of. Thick swells reared up in the shallow water just a few hundred yards away, then curled and crashed onto a long crescent beach. Mist rolled off the backs of the waves as the sound of two hundred tons of water collapsing reverberated across the ocean. The man tacked to get away from the shore, but the boat didn’t have enough momentum, and it stalled midway, pushed backward toward the beach. A better sailor would’ve noticed, would have known what to do. The man had worked on boats for most of his life, but it had been just work, not fun. He’d been paid to race sailboats, deliver yachts, captain private vessels for wealthy families. Working on boats helped him buy his first car and put him through college. As he had with most jobs, he learned how to do it on the fly.

The gale did not amp up over time. It arrived in minutes. The first gust almost capsized the boat. The man let the sheets go, but the little sloop didn’t right itself immediately. He rolled up the furling headsail but had not tied a reef into the main and was forced to let it flail. Where the sun once was, a circular rainbow glowed. Where land once stood, there was now only wind and cloud. The man managed to tack in the opposite direction, but he could tell by the height and steepness of the waves that he was drifting closer to the beach. The boat climbed over a monstrous crest, then surfed down its back side. The forward momentum was encouraging until it was halted by the next swell. He tied off the sheets and tossed a line off the stern in case he was knocked overboard. Water off the coast of Maine hovers around fifty degrees Fahrenheit, giving him a 50 percent chance of swimming fifty yards before hypothermia paralyzed him.

He tried one more time to trim the mainsail and muster forward momentum, but just as he did, a wave half as tall as the mast curled and broke over the deck. The next thirty seconds played out like a dream. The entire boat disappeared under the wave. The man instinctively stood and clung to the boom. Whitewater rushed around his thighs and poured into the cockpit. The deluge swept him off his feet, but he managed to hang on and scramble upright. When he looked down, he recognized the wavy outline of his boat, tinted aquamarine beneath three feet of water. The cream-colored decks were emerald. The cockpit was a tiny swimming pool. The foredeck looked like it was frozen in a block of ice. The boat held together as two thousand pounds of lead in the keel kept it from flipping. When it finally emerged, it shook off the water like a dog, then somehow continued sailing forward. The wind eased slightly and the mainsail filled. One tack, then two, and the little pocket cruiser sailed herself off the beach and back into the bay. It was a miracle—a resurrection. As the wind backed off and the seas calmed, the man spotted Nubble Light and angled the boat toward it.

You should know that this man is your author, albeit younger, stronger, and significantly more ignorant. I tell you this to make clear that I have a particular perspective into the world of seafaring—but I am not one of the salty mariners you will meet in these pages. I did indeed grow up working on boats, but I never learned about storms, how to avoid them, or how to sail through them. They haunted me for most of my young life. As a second-rate sailor, I saw more storms than most. They followed me, crushed me, stacked up back-to-back-to-back to grind me down. I saw them build, felt them hit like a truncheon, fought for my life through them many times. In considering this storm story from years ago, I realized that my lack of knowledge might benefit readers. There will be no proclamations coming from this writer, only questions. We will pose them to lifetime sailors, meteorologists, scientists who study the mechanics of maritime storms—including how and why they are growing in number and force—and oceanographers, who have tracked them back to their source in the unexplored depths.

You may well want a flawed narrator, ignorant of the rules of the sea, on this quest, because those rules are changing now faster than at any other time in human history. Ocean chemistry, planetary currents, wave energy, food webs, trade winds, and storm dynamics are all evolving as petawatts of energy are trapped in the atmosphere and ocean. And as with most things climate related in this era, the worst is yet to come. All of which is to say that I did not choose to write this story. I did not bird-dog it or unearth it or brainstorm it with my editor. The story wrapped itself around me from a very young age, and the only way out was to tell it.
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