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  Dedication


For my boys, and the confidence that 
raising you, raised in me, through 
watching you both be brave 
enough to be yourselves. 








  
  Epigraph


“Courage is very important. Like a muscle, it is strengthened by use.”Ruth Gordon








  
  Justifying Jail Time


I’ve been fantasising about killing someone for a very long time. 
We’ve never met in person, nor have I seen in the flesh.
But she loiters in the background everywhere I go.
Having known her my entire life, I’m sick of her existence, to the point that there's no option other than watching her die. But the only way to expose my nemesis and ensure her demise is to shine a light on her presence and bring her out of the shadows. 
When I think about the method, I imagine something quick and clean. One clear shot is all I need.
So who is she?
My inner critic.
The incessant, nagging voice that shows up, uninvited, at every opportunity.
Arresting ambition, extinguishing excitement, and messing with my mojo.
Don’t get me wrong, I’m no serial killer. 
When the deed is done, all homicidal thoughts will end with her, but, one way or another, it’s time to step into some murderous shoes and kill this killjoy, for once and for all.
Having carried her on my shoulder for an entire lifetime, it seems a bit sudden to wipe her out with such brutality, but the desire is stronger than ever, so I’m wielding it as a weapon while it's front and centre.
Middle age can have that effect on people. Make us re-assess and re-evaluate life, and that’s certainly what this year has done for me.
What am I doing with my time on this planet?
And, more importantly, am I doing what makes me happy?
The list of goals I have permanently fixed above the kettle triggers me every morning.
A resolute follower of the “New Year, New Me” principle, I design a road map full of ambition to navigate towards every time the calendar flips from December to January. I stare at it through the steam as the water boils, shaking my head, knowing that I’m doing very little to achieve any of it right now, and it’s already halfway through the year.
There is no way I’m going to ditch the list, only to pretend it didn’t exist this coming New Year’s Eve, when I painstakingly write up its replacement, yet again.
It’s not that I’m lazy or lacking in purpose, not by a long shot. I’m more likely to be described as exactly the opposite.
In fact, grit, determination and ambition are trademarks in most aspects of my life.
Overwhelming love for my kids, along with a passion for the rewarding career, teaching and writing choices I’ve made, provides every reason to focus and succeed. I take great pride in my accomplishments in those areas. Even when life gives me lemons, I make the lemonade quietly, with minimal fuss. I have become an expert in leaping hurdles of adversity, only to leave them far behind. But nobody wins awards for pushing shit uphill. No-one goes to their grave feeling grateful for all the challenges they overcame. I want fun, adventure, excitement, exhilaration, good things to reminisce about when my time is up. So what's stopping me?
The battle with self-prioritisation, that's what.
If anything needs to be relegated to the bottom of a priorities list, it’s always going to be me. 
No question.
The easiest, least guilt inducing items to sacrifice, every single time, are my own interests and desires. It’s nobody’s fault, that’s just the way life works sometimes. If forced to come up with a reason, I’d say it’s borne out of resilience, but I’m no psychologist. This is simply my best guess, so I’m sticking with it.
The more resilient I had to be as a young human, the more goal focused I was forced to become. Daily plans for pushing through life had to substitute any thoughts of fun or "for the hell of it" activities. The inspirational morning mantra of “If I can just do this…then that will happen.” Followed by a mid-day “Once I get past this thing…then I’ll be able to do that.” And the good old pre-sleep pep talk of “Work on this aspect…then that aspect will be better.” My childhood brain was never exposed to throwaway thoughts of fun, frivolity, and living it up.
Translate this into adulthood and it’s easy to see how functional needs, and aspirations to succeed, naturally top the priorities checklist for an entire lifetime.
Don't get me wrong, this is no pity party, I’m very happy with my lot and feel good about where I’m at in life right now. But, after half a century of striving, it’s time to learn how to enjoy something purely for the sake of it, and I can think of no better way than rebelling against my very own norm. Tipping the perpetual to do list upside down and prioritising things I’d really like to do for a change, for no other reason than wanting to do them.
The only thing stopping me is that inner voice. Its unique ability to disrupt dreams, ignore wants, and quash any confidence that threatens to show up. And that’s why her days are numbered. It may go against the grain for a medical person to kill rather than care, but in this case, I’ll wear blood on my hands without hesitation. A certain someone deserves to die. 






  
  Fun Was Her First Victim


If vengeance were ever to be considered motivation for murder, then this is as good a case as any. 
Retribution for the voice’s crimes against fun is a fair price to pay at this stage and, while she may not have killed all joy, it certainly lies cowering in her wake. Rejuvenation through her demise will make it well worth the sacrifice, and I relish the thought.
When I sit down and write a list of things that are enjoyable or look like they may be, it proves endless. I’m excited by the possibilities. Having reached a kind of halfway point in my journey between birth and death (or at least I hope I’m only halfway) there are decades ahead to be spent loving life. But where to begin?
It’s not that I never have fun. I certainly dip my toes in the water, but it’s only ever a temporary thing. A day or night here and there.
The commitment I’m looking for has to come from activities, sports, or interests that I can pursue with a passion. Rather than playing with them briefly, before putting them down and returning to familiar, predictable, everyday responsibilities.
It’s been easy to ignore the voice until now, when I’ve only ever temporarily toyed with ideas. The stakes always stay low when I don't commit to anything long term. That way, if I come across as clumsy, sound silly or feel foolish trying something new, then it doesn't really matter. I never invest fully into anything fun, so discomfort always disappears without too much drama. This gives me the perfect excuse as no-one, including myself, expects me to excel at something I was only testing for a brief period, or as a one-off event. I get to step in, then step out quickly, before retreating to my comfort zone full of practical things that I know I can be good at.
On giving it some thought now, for the first time, so that I can write it down, I'm surprised to realise that my comfort zone is made up entirely of things that others are likely to find confronting.
Single parenting, with no family to fall back on, feels rewarding to me, because it’s a situation and responsibility that I have chosen over unpleasant alternatives.
Postgraduate education and the pressure of aiming high seems satisfying because it’s all in my hands, so I get to choose the outcome based on effort.
Lecturing and public speaking, although they make my voice wobbly for the first minute or two, they feel purposeful so I can easily see the value.
Publishing books and articles can be agonising, the vulnerability is painful, but the resulting long-term ripple of positivity that it’s designed to build far outweighs all temporary discomfort.
Most surprising of all is that I’m used to stepping (or jumping) in and out of my comfort zone on an unpredictable and frequent basis as an ambulance paramedic. Crazily enough, this feels, to me, like the most comfortable place of all.
The common theme here is that these are all justifiable in terms of filling someone's or something else’s needs. I can see good reason in committing myself to the time, effort, challenge and occasional sacrifice involved. 
They keep me aligned with the familiar requirement for resilience and forging ahead. If I see a need, I do what it takes to fill it, and don’t have to waste time thinking about how I, myself, might feature in the bigger picture.
With that in mind, outside of the safe zone exists the extreme of personal challenge. When it becomes all about me. The things I want to do. No needs to meet other than my own desire. With this comes a feeling of wastefulness, or selfishness that overwhelms and obstructs in prioritising the less productive over the bigger picture.
And that’s where the voice comes in. Like the devil on my shoulder, interrupting every attempt to invest in frivolous fun.
“What’s the point of this?” She’ll demand, if I dare to schedule regular time out.
“Why bother?” I hear her whine, when I start to learn a new sport or hobby.
On the rare occasion that I defy her oppression and persevere, the campaign steps up.
“You’re rubbish at this.”
“You look ridiculous.”
“Can’t you see everyone laughing at you?”
Crushing confidence and drowning me with doubt until the easiest option looms large…give up and go back to what I know.
What she doesn’t know, though, is that some things can never be unseen, and now that I have a clear visual of what the inner critic has really been up to, there’s no going back. Teetering on the edge of the comfort zone, I’m ready to dive in (or out, I suppose) and swim around in the sea of satisfaction that I watch others pursue with passion.
My bucket list is long, but as the time allocated to living in limbo is limited to twenty eight days, for the purpose of this challenge at least, I need to narrow it down. 
It makes sense to set a few rules that will keep me on track. I don’t want to get carried away and bite off more than I can chew, as that will give me an immediate excuse to give up.
1) Select one, underpinning activity to focus on throughout the entire month ahead.
2) That activity must be achievable around shift work, family and unavoidable commitments.
3) No major goal setting is allowed, nothing other than a day by day approach.
4) Affordability is key, so I have no financial excuse to drop out mid-way.
5) Choices have to be based on how I feel, not their outcome or what they may achieve.
6) No home-based activities will be counted as stepping outside of the comfort zone.
With these rules in mind, I set to cross things out and highlight others in for consideration, but still I’m left with a hefty number of options on the burgeoning list.
An overriding pattern soon emerges. It looks like I’m an outdoors person.
I’m already slightly aware of this by how happy I feel when walking or camping, and the fact that I love having a job that doesn’t confine me to one location. That’s a good start. But how outdoorsy can I be on the days or nights that I work for eleven to sixteen or more hours in one sitting? 
“Swimming!” I call out, feeling excited about what lies ahead.
I hear the voice ramping up in response immediately.
“Uh oh.” She cautions. “That’s a big one.”
Being in water is something that thrills and challenges every part of me all at once.
I’ve been terrified of it since childhood but, in every brief attempt to overcome the fear, I am taken aback by how much I love the quiet that being underwater brings. That sense of peace and tranquility.
It’s not a bad idea. There’s a beautiful new outdoor pool nearby. I also live near the beach, so it’s practically on my doorstep. When I leased my current apartment, I fully intended to swim every day, so it would be ideal to build that into life.
Looking up the leisure centre details online, I find that summer hours extend late into the night, so post-day shift swimming is possible and the fees are more than reasonable. 
Just like that, the decision is made. Swimming it is. My excitement leaves no space for the voice to speak up this time.
Sink or swim, I’m diving in at the deep end.






  
  Twenty Eight Days To Die


In setting a realistic schedule for killing this inner critic, I figure that enough time to make sure she’s well and truly dead is vital, but I also don’t want to drag it out for too long. 
I have read plenty of research and books about habit forming timelines to know that anything less than twenty one days probably won’t suffice. On the other hand, I’m well aware that I don’t have the patience to double or triple that time. With the aim of keeping the simple, I decide to split the difference and lock in the entire month ahead. 
Already, I check myself. A lifelong tendency to use practical, goal orientated terms needs to die along with the voice.
This is a personal lifestyle choice, not an achievement that absolutely must be completed.
“Start again.” I tell myself. “I’m locking in the month ahead, with twenty eight days to spend venturing out of my comfort zone.”
It sounds so much more appealing that way. Less of a chore and more of an exciting challenge.
I like it.






  
  Swimming Scaredy-Cat


For as far back as I can remember, I have been terrified of being in water. Not just the ocean, but all kinds of ponds, pools, lakes and lochs. 
There is a vague memory deep down in the depths of my mind that I don’t even bother trying to analyse, but it revolves around parental frustration. Blatant disappointment at my not being able to swim, along with attempts to physically throw me in and wait for natural instinct to take over.
It didn’t. No matter how often anyone tried.
The only natural instinct I managed to display was one of sinking, almost drowning, then crying fitfully to accusations of being overly dramatic.
From that point onwards, a common theme arose amongst the family I was never destined to fit.
“Why do you have to make such a fuss?”
“Don’t be so ridiculous.”
It sounds remarkably like the voice I’m plotting to kill.
Growing up and moving to and from multiple locations, opportunities to swim may have changed in the environment, but never in the outcome.
When we lived near Scottish lochs during early childhood, they were deep, dark and deathly cold at any time of the year. But in we went and, try as I might, no amount of splashing, cajoling, or pushing me under the surface had the desired result. Fear was well and truly entrenched by the time we moved further south, along with the vicious voices, both real and within my mind. 
“Scaredy-cat.”
“You’re an embarrassment.”
In middle school, opportunities to swim, much to my relief, were few.
There was a putrid, warm, suspiciously brown pond close by. Apparently built in the Middle Ages to provide fishing opportunities for gentry. I can’t begin to explain the terror of learning to swim (or try as I might) in what looked like a giant chocolate milkshake. Any fears I already had only increased.
“Pathetic.”
“Grow up.”
Throw in a trip to watch Jaws at the cinema, a rubber dinghy that my siblings would turn upside down and use as a floating shelter while I clung to it like a life raft, along with several years of being “foot grabbed” for fun from the murky depths, and it’s easy to appreciate the mounting terror. 
“Cry baby.”
“She’s just doing it for attention.”
By the time swimming lessons became mandatory, a recipe for disaster was cooking. I was the kid who faked injury or illness every year just to escape the humiliation of sports day. Placing my puppy fat, together with poor form in the pool, on public display, felt like double dipping into every teenager’s torturous toolbox.
The one time that I couldn’t escape the event, because no-one believed my excuses any longer (and I had been warned that there were no chances left before consequences would kick in) I swam a full five metres. Just enough to earn the compulsory swimming badge so that I could go home and announce that I had participated. Avoiding the ugly alternatives that had been promised should I fail. 
Thankfully, the parents never came to watch any of my school activities, so they were oblivious to the fact that I had smashed my head purposefully on the wall at the other side of the pool. As if I was so “into the swim” that I didn’t notice the edge arriving during my frantic display of doggy paddling. There is only one way to make a fake “accident” look realistic, so if I couldn’t excel at swimming, I decided to excel at this instead. I made sure that it was a convincing enough collision to leave the staff concerned for my welfare. Forbidding me to continue in case I collapsed. Any ensuing concussion was well worth the effort when I climbed out and wrapped myself in a towel. All I had to do was ignore the noise of the nagging only I could hear.
“Worthless, lazy cow.”
Fast forward to high school and outdoor pursuit lessons. Canoeing saw me terrified of the capsizing exercise. Slipping on slimy rocks that always resulted in barreling out of control into freezing waves. Screaming fearfully through bubbling white water rapids. 
"You are useless. Nobody wants to hang out with you."
Waterskiing with my parents' friends was painful, beginning and often ending with long, drawn out and disastrous attempts to simply let go of the boat in an effort to join in. None of it impressed. All of it infuriated my family. Every single part of it filled me with shame.
"Why do you even bother? Look at the shame on their faces."
By the time I left home at a young age, it had been seared into my psyche that I was safer staying on dry land. And the vicious voices of those around me morphed seamlessly into the inner critic that would accompany me through life, long after leaving the physical versions of those family members behind.
Despite these experiences, some years later, there were a couple of aquatic occasions as a young adult that piqued my interest. It may have had something to do with the alcohol I was marinating in, but something about the crystal clear blue waters of Zakynthos, Greece, looked enticing. So I signed up for a scuba diving excursion while on holiday.
The instructor was patient, kind, and incredibly encouraging.
He made sure everyone else was set up and good to go, before spending most of his time helping me to stand in the shallows, simply to place my head in the water and open my eyes for a glimpse through the mask. After several breathless and terrifying attempts, I finally made it. In fact, I managed to stay under water for so long that, before I had a chance to talk myself out of it, we were finning our way through the water, with a life jacket keeping me safely afloat. I absolutely loved it.
A second attempt in Spain, some years later, saw the same success and excitement, but it, too, was short lived. Away from the bravado of a couple of cocktails, hedonistic holiday mode, sunshine, sandy beaches and an aquamarine ocean containing relatively few dangerous creatures, I was still the same old scaredy-cat.
“You’ll never be a natural.”
Once I had my own miniature people in tow, I realised that the situation was infeasible, well before it was too late. In what seemed like a deal with the devil, I made a silent promise to the universe. Should we be granted visas in an application to move to Australia, I would learn to swim. At the time, it felt like nothing more than a distant threat. There wasn’t much chance of emigrating. I was pretty safe.
So when confirmation of our new lives arrived in the mail, I saw a glint of the horror that double edged sword would bring. Glad to be going, but panicking about the pact. With two toddlers to be raised on the southern coastline of such a beach focused country, it seemed impossible and irresponsible to take them to the ocean if I couldn’t even be trusted to keep myself safe.
I must confess that, during the first few weeks of investigating the water’s edge together, I had both kids in harnesses and walked them like dogs along the sand. I’m not proud of that parenting decision, never will be. I have no doubt it looked
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