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INTRODUCTION
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I was sitting on a bench by Svanemøllen Beach in Copenhagen, scanning passing faces to see if any of them might be a mermaid. Maybe you can spot one if you know what to look out for, I thought. I imagined long hair and a far-away look in pale sea-blue eyes, but perhaps that was just the stuff of stories. A well-coiffed white-haired lady dressed in beige trousers and a light purple jumper threw a ball for her dog on the beach in front of me as I waited. She gave him a snack from a little bag when he came back. Further down the beach, a group of people in dark green waders collected something from the water, perhaps seaweed, in black buckets. A handful of people cycled past along the paved coast path. It was spring but the cyclists were still wrapped in puffa jackets and wreathed in thick scarves. The chilly wind had not yet got the memo that winter was over. I tapped my feet on the floor, trying to get some life back into them as I waited. There was no sign of the lady I had arranged to meet.


My phone pinged. A message from a friend, also a journalist, asking if she could interview me for a story she was writing about mid-life crises. Was I having a mid-life crisis? I wondered. Do people think I’m having a mid-life crisis? I didn’t think I was. I felt like I was just dumping all the things I didn’t want to do and doing all the things I did. Maybe the mid-life component was that I was old enough to know what these things were, and I was also old enough not to care so much about what other people thought. But then again, what did I know? I was sitting by a beach on an overcast grey morning, clouds heavy with rain above me, waiting for a mermaid. I didn’t have anything better to do – and I really mean that, in every sense of the phrase. I didn’t have a job, I didn’t have anywhere I was supposed to be, and I didn’t have anywhere else I wanted to be, either. Even on a cold day, a meeting with a mermaid had a ring of something magnificent to it.


Further down the beach, a pair of Jack Russells were chasing sticks thrown by their owners into the sea, and a woman with long dark hair was balancing something orange-brown and unwieldy on her shoulders beside the snack stand. Something about her hair, whipping in the wind, and the strange shape of the object held my attention. While everyone else was moving purposefully around her, she was standing there, trying not to drop it, but as if she had nowhere else she needed to be either. She was a still point in an otherwise moving scene, and her eyes were fixed on the sea. Still thinking about my possible mid-life crisis, it took me a minute to realise that the big thing was a tail. And that she was the mermaid I had been waiting for. 
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I started a swimming journey in Scandinavia at the end of 2019 when I felt burnt out and fed up with life and all of its shackles. I felt strongly, in my bones, that there was a better way to live. If there was anywhere in the world where I could find out how to live better, this felt like it should be the place. Though I couldn’t articulate where the idea came from, I felt strongly that I had to find a way to connect with nature more deeply and find something I’d lost along the way. I was looking for a compass to show me where to go, and a spark to set me alive again. At my lowest ebb, I was looking for signs everywhere to point me in a direction that would take me to somewhere better, or just somewhere else. And there was water all around, everywhere I looked.


From where I live in Copenhagen, I see boats sail past my window and the sea shimmer in the daylight that lasts all day long in the summer and passes in a precious flash in the winter. Salt water is the first thing I see in the morning and the last thing I see, as I pull down my blinds, in the evening. It is my view from my desk, my kitchen and my bedroom. I didn’t have to go far to find something natural to immerse myself in. I saw neighbours take early morning walks in their dressing gowns down to the deck, shrug off the robes and climb down the ladder to swim, and vigorous and naked twentysomethings take running jumps from the quayside into the harbour while I walked the kids to school. It was all around me, this sign telling me what to do and where to go. 


It was a small thing, to start with, dipping a toe into the water just outside my door. But this water flowed into the strait between Denmark and Sweden, to the Baltic Sea that led to Norway, Finland and the Arctic, and to the North Sea that led home to the UK. It was a small thing, but it was part of something much bigger and led, quite naturally, somewhere else.


I started by slipping into the harbour one November morning and it escalated quite dramatically. In a matter of months, I had swum in the Arctic, and by the following September I was swimming in the whale-rich reaches of the Greenland Sea, as icebergs floated past in the distance. I still feel a little baffled thinking about it. 


I want to share my swimmer’s journey of a year immersed in the cold waters that surround Scandinavia, of the lessons I’ve learned from swimming with these sea-loving people, Karin the mermaid included, and the perspective it has given me on life. It’s a story about what makes you come alive and how doing the things you love can change you in all the best ways. It’s about finding a compass that reorientates you to the things that make life worth living. Henry David Thoreau spent a year living in a cottage on Walden Pond to celebrate and honour the value of nature and life itself; I spent my year in salt water. 


It all started a few months before I met the mermaid, at the start of autumn. 
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I. Autumn
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I felt numb. Nothing seemed to matter and nothing I did seemed to make any difference. It was a work thing: my job had evolved and changed without me realising; new bosses had come and gone with three new heads of my department in the last two years alone, new demands were being made and I was not keeping up with it at all. I was overloaded with stress to the point that I had lost the ability to do anything about it. I stopped caring, and I can’t stress enough that that is not like me at all. I was going through the motions. I felt like a stone sinking to the bottom of a pond. I could see the daylight glimmering a bit above me, but I knew it would take a lot of effort to get back to the surface. It was easier, always easier, to let go and stay numb, to sink a little deeper. But I didn’t want to feel like that. I was numb inside and starting to go numb all over and I wanted to shock myself back to life. I wanted to feel things again. 


For a moment, everything was ice. My lungs tightened. I tried to pull in as much oxygen as I could, but I couldn’t get it to go in deep enough. I panted it into the top of my chest and then out again, shallow as a puddle. The cold burned my skin. There were no thoughts beyond bare survival – in fact, all the racing thoughts that had been filling my time, stopping me from sleeping, making me tetchy, dissolved in an instant. My breaststroke was gaspingly hectic, desperately rapid. It was the panicky stroke of someone new to swimming, afraid of the unknown, someone on the verge of drowning. I was in the ice-cold water for a minute, maybe less, dipped in, holding on to the metal ladder before letting go and swimming for an ice-cold second or two, until I wrestled the tiniest fingertip of control on my breath, calmed down a beat or two, and then I was out, across the wooden decking and wrapped in a towel. My first dip, my first winter swim, was over in a flash. As I exited the water, a bald man in his sixties wearing pink Bermuda shorts executed an energetic dive, entering the freezing cold water headfirst. 


It was mid-morning on an early November day in Copenhagen, and all around me students and retirement-aged men and women were dotted along the long wooden quay unwinding their long woolly scarves and folding up their puffer jackets and laughing. The faded sun was shining through the grey sky across the dark water to the city’s newest harbour swimming area. Heads bobbed around a section of water the size of a small swimming pool, separated from pleasure boats and ferries by a string of round yellow buoys. 


Out of the water, standing on the quay, I was breathing normally again. My skin pinked as I rubbed it roughly with my towel, and then I pulled and dragged my clothes over its still-damp surface. It was too cold to stand in a wet swimming costume for long. I could feel the skin all over my body pulsing. Right through to the end of the day, I had this electrifying sense of my body, and particularly my skin, in a way I had never experienced before. I felt like I was giving off waves of energy. 


More than anything else, I felt alive. 


If you had told me that day that it would be the start of a year-long cold-water swimming journey across the coldest seas in the world, culminating in becoming one of those people, like the bald Bermudas-wearing man, who dive in off the side of the quay, I would never have believed you. Bruised and burnt out, jobless and hopeless, I was as close to broken as I’d ever been. Days before, I had quit my job with nowhere to go, and nothing but a vague idea that there would be something out there, somewhere. It was a great leap into the unknown not unlike my first plunge into cold water: I didn’t know what would happen, or what would come next. I didn’t know the water would pull me under, turn me inside out and make me into something new. I just thought that being jobless for a while would be better than the soul-sucking, stress-inducing work that gave me palpitations and such a huge dose of self-doubt that I didn’t know who I was anymore. 


I wanted to find a way to feel more like myself again. So, I went back to the one place where I felt the most at home. 
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I was born with a view of the sea from my hospital room, high in Brighton and Hove’s tower-block-like hospital to a mum who loved swimming. It was the late 1970s: in the following years, she strolled with her pram and me and my twin brother in it along the promenade past the boarded-up West Pier, which hadn’t yet collapsed into the sea. We rolled past the pebbly beaches where family friends had fishing boats resting far beyond the high tide line, leaving traces of tar behind them. Brighton was only a short distance up the coast from where my dad grew up, in Eastbourne, another seaside town we visited regularly, where grand white hotels lined the beach and there was a pier with a shell shop that I saved all my pocket money for. They were quiet seaside towns, back then, alive with holidaymakers in the summer, but out of season, calm, with gardens all the way along the prom styled like thick-pile 1970s carpets. But whatever else there was to do in these towns, all we ever saw was the sea.


Until I was three, I lived a short toddle from Brighton Beach, and I remember swimming in its broth-brown water, and the view of the pier, splashed with cresting waves, as the sun went down and the starlings came in to roost. As I got older, I’d spend summer with my siblings and grandparents by the sea in Eastbourne, poking wine-gum-coloured sea urchins as they clung to the sides of rockpools, followed by Easter on the coast in Suffolk, where my other granny lived and my mum grew up. On this coast, the North Sea, not the Channel, the water was colder, wind-whipped and violent, and swimming was an act of courage. The waves looked like mountains ready to swallow you up. We set up colourful striped windbreaks on the beach, hammering them in with hand-sized round grey stones to cocoon ourselves from the wind, and swam in sea as brown as tea. When the sun came out from behind the clouds, the tiny pieces of sand suspended in the water glittered.


A sports teacher herself, my mum swam in the sea whenever she could, and took us, her children, with her from the very start. A love of swimming was in my blood from the very start, and it only took moving to Denmark, a country where you are never more than 30 miles from the sea at any point, to turn it into a full-blown obsession. From where I sit writing in my apartment in Copenhagen, its sound is always in the air. I’ve come to know its slack tides and its high spring tides, its occupants and its visitors. I watch it when I can’t sleep and it’s 3am and the water is so black it looks like oil. 


My granny on the North Sea coast swam every week until she was 85 years old, in the swimming pool, in the sea, and wherever she could. She was a champion swimmer in her youth and I owe my love of the water to her utter resilience, to the fact that she unquestioningly swam in water so cold it would make your bones rattle. With a formidable figure like that in your life, it’s easy to see where my admiration for swimmers come from. For me, they’re the toughest minded, strongest people there are. 


My granny taught my mum to swim, just as my mum taught me. I take my daughters swimming whenever I can, here in Denmark, on the other side of the North Sea, eager to pass on my love of the water, an ancestral trait that has a riptide-like pull on the maternal side of the family. Swimming was in my blood, so it makes perfect sense to me that to bring myself back to life, what I needed to do was get back into that cold water and try to start all over again. 
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What took me to the water in Denmark was the exact opposite of swimming. It was a kind of dry drowning. Over the course of a few months, burnout managed to suck me under without me really realising it, like a slow-moving kind of quicksand, or as Hemingway might put it, like bankruptcy. It takes you twice, he says, somehow gradually and suddenly, all at the same time. That’s how it was for me with burnout. Something happened between spring and summer that upended my balance without me really noticing. I mean, I was stressed and overworked before then, treating my body like it could work under pressure for a period without breaking, like I was a robot that didn’t need rest, continually pushing away the time when I would be able to relax further into the future. Life was like that, sometimes, I rationalised. Except it wasn’t just sometimes anymore. By the time the summer holidays were over, I was almost underwater. I had a feeling that if I didn’t do something about it, and quickly, I’d drown.


I was working in an office overlooking the harbour in Copenhagen doing a job that I loved. Since my twenties, after training to be a journalist, I’d worked as a travel writer. I’d written stories about travel for magazines and newspapers, I’d written and edited travel guides, mostly about places in northern Europe that I’d always felt inexplicably drawn to, and I’d worked on projects for travel firms around the world. But up to that point in my life, I’d always done it from the UK. I’d always been sitting in England, looking out at the world, spying adventures from there. 


When I moved to Denmark, I found a job that fitted me perfectly. It felt like holding gold in my hand, to begin with at least: I was embedded in this part of the world that had captured my interest, and I’d found a way to write about it from the inside. I was part of a team writing about the adventures you could have in this nation, and the playful experiences that encapsulated this part of the world. What started as a fun job became something confusing. Too many meetings, too much work. No chance to catch my breath. Somewhere things went wrong, a connection got lost and I found myself disoriented and dizzy, turned round and directionless. I don’t know if I just forgot how many hours there were in the day and overscheduled myself, or if my multiple bosses forgot that I was responsible for a lot of tasks and didn’t realise I wouldn’t have room for one more, piling more on top of more on top of more. I can’t pin down the precise moment that dream job turned into a nightmare, because I was losing track of everything. I got lost in a maze of emails and meetings, each one important, but none of them meaningful in themselves. I was spinning wheels and was unable to get any traction. I was being eaten alive by work. 


Although I was working as hard as I’ve ever worked, I felt like I was going nowhere because much as I was busy, nothing seemed to change. I finished projects and was straight on to the next one, without a chance to review what we’d learned, what we’d noticed, how we’d changed. Things were done, tasks completed, but nothing changed except that I felt depleted with no way to re-energise myself. I’ve read that burnout can be described as the feeling of coming to the realisation that despite putting your heart and soul into something, nobody else cares about it or you. The idea struck a chord for me. It is painful to give your all and receive just a shrug – if that – for your best efforts. I’ve also read that burnout is a blocked pathway for stress and that it builds up in your body if you don’t find the time for stress relief, for example through exercise. I certainly didn’t have that. It can be a feature of people pleasing, of having no boundaries, of taking on too much, of having a poor manager. It is extreme exhaustion in the face of an impossible workload, a growing sense of cynicism, difficulty concentrating, a sense of overall disillusionment. It’s a value mismatch between what you’re doing and how you feel about the world. It’s a weight of expectation that suddenly becomes too much to bear. It’s characterised in so many ways and I think I saw myself in just about all of them. 


Ding. Another email dropped into my inbox. It was a colleague: are you coming to this meeting? I was late again. Every ding of the email was another drop of water, and the water level was rising. Without me even noticing, it was creeping closer to my chin. 


By the time September came around, the water was almost up to my eyes. I was stretching my neck as far as I could, standing on tiptoes to keep my nose and mouth in a position where I could breathe. I was seven years old again and only just able to touch the bottom of the swimming pool. My big toe clawed at the tiles as I tried to keep my footing. It took immense concentration just to stay in this terrifying position, a single step from going under completely.


I left 200 emails unread for months when I came back from a holiday because it felt like there was no way of catching up. There’s a horrible sense of loneliness to being in an office surrounded by people but not being able to ask them for help. My friends knew I was having a bad time, but none of them could help, and anyway, they were busy enough themselves. I felt like I’d only take them down with me if I reached out and asked them to help. I skipped lunch with my colleagues and squeezed in a trip to the bakery to eat a white bread roll at my desk alone instead. I asked others in my department and tried to rearrange my workload, but even when projects were reassigned, they somehow still boomeranged back to me with notes saying they weren’t quite right, couldn’t I just step in and add some ideas? I turned the lights out in the evening as the last person on our floor again, hours after everyone else had left on a Friday afternoon. 


At home, my kids were coming home to an empty flat, where their dad cooked dinner just about every night. I fell asleep reading them bedtime stories and sometimes even before. The idea of a social life and friends was a mirage: anyone we did have lunch with at the weekend would meet me as a shell, a half-person, with nothing much to say beyond the fact that work was stressful. Nights were spent staring at the TV from the sofa. My skin was greyish and breaking out all the time and my waistband strained. I was constantly tired but wired. I dreamed about computer screens and meeting rooms, and I woke up with a sore face from grinding my teeth. I’d wake up at 3am nearly every night, thinking about work. It was the last thing on my mind before going to bed, the first thing on a morning. If I just pushed through it, the next phase would be better. I’d be back on top, back in control, once I’d got over this hump. 


I carried on, putting pen to paper, typing words after words after words as if they would pull me out of the labyrinth I found myself in. Under the glare of florescent tubes, I wrote about the glories of friluftsliv, the Danish love of the outdoors and the general belief that there’s no such thing as bad weather if you dress appropriately enough. I wrote about the wide white sand beaches, and the wilds of the northwest coast, where kite surfers carve the air with the edge of their boards. At my corner desk, overlooking a concrete car park, I planned drone videos that swooped and danced along coastlines and through forests, flying up the long lines of clifftop lighthouses and above ink-eyed Jersey cows standing in patchwork fields. I booked into airless, windowless meeting rooms to take conference calls about magical islands and the little ferries that take you to them, and to talk about award-winning restaurants whose chefs forage along the seashore for exquisite-tasting treasures. 


Back at my desk, I looked out of the window and thought, Today’s the day I’ll get some fresh air. I’ll take a walk around the block and clear my head. But as I stood up to leave, someone grabbed me for a question about another project, and the time dissolved like salt in water. 


In the evening, if I could summon the energy to do anything but stare at our TV, it was a miracle. I broke promises to the kids about taking them skateboarding and roller skating, and the dog was lucky if he got to walk beyond a short tour of the block twice a day. I felt broken and guilty, sad for them and sad for myself. So much for friluftsliv. In the early autumn, people were still swimming and paddleboarding in the canal outside our house. Meanwhile, our paddleboard gathered dust behind the sofa, unused all year. My memories of enjoying work and life were gathering dust at precisely the same rate. And the irony wasn’t lost on me that I was living in Scandinavia, supposedly one of the happiest regions of the world, where work–life balance was cherished. I was definitely doing something wrong.


One Monday morning, the death knell sounded loud enough for even me, with my ears under water, to hear. An envelope was left on my desk with my pay rise information in it. I had a meeting scheduled with my boss – and I was naively hopeful that, since I’d provided information about comparable salaries elsewhere, and all the extra work I’d taken on that year, they’d move me a little closer to the standard rate for this work in the city. I tore it open. Oh. 


In that moment I saw a flash of a future where the water rose a half centimetre more, and I drowned. I’d take a month or two off to recover, get signed off sick in the meantime, and I’d dry out. The burnout would lessen and I’d be able to cope again. And then I’d come back to work, grey-faced and changed, forever a tiny bit broken and extra sensitive to stress, to sit in the same seat and do the same thing again, and again, and again, drowning multiple times and taking sick leave every time to compensate until I retired early, my spirit utterly broken. I’d get a pay rise of the same risible amount every year for doing far beyond a reasonable remit of work, and I’d never be valued. I wouldn’t be the first. 


If existence was about the life in your days, not the days in your life, I was on life support and an alarm was going off in the nurses’ room. 


I was living a life where I bathed more frequently in fluorescent light than in the harbour or the sea. 


I put the envelope, along with its virtually non-existent pay rise, in the bin. I was holding my breath and the water was up to my eyes. I closed them tight, kicked against the bottom and reached up towards the surface. Something in me had snapped and there was no going back. It was time to swim. 
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I left my job on the last day of October and clung to a flimsy life raft of hope. When people asked me what I was going to do, I cheerfully and opaquely said I was leaving myself open to the winds of fortune and whatever came along. The blitheness hid the truth: I didn’t know where I was going or what I was going to do; all I knew was that I needed room to breathe. I tried not to think about how room to breathe has never paid the rent or bought the kids shoes, and even if it ever had done, it wouldn’t work in Copenhagen, one of the most expensive cities in the world. I’d have liked a fallow year, a year to do nothing and figure things out, maybe take up watercolour painting or finally join CrossFit, but really, who was I kidding?


In my final days at work, when the unbelievably still never-ending crush of meetings allowed, I daydreamed of what I’d do when I had the space in my day to do what I wanted. What did I want, anyway? I lined up a part time writing job, and left space to think about how to fill in the blanks. I had some savings to tide me over for maybe six months, if I was careful. My husband had a job. Things could be worse, and something would come up. I was willing it to.


I thought about how it felt good to move my body, and how it would really do me some good to do exercise, every day if I could, instead of sitting on a chair in front of a computer all day. This simple and reasonable thing seemed like an almost unreachable dream, and I couldn’t quite fathom why. I played sport every day as a student and then life got in the way; although I’d had some obsessive run-ins with the gym in the past, it was no longer a core part of my life. I knew changing that would make me feel good again.


I had started seeing a personal trainer, Christina, once every few weeks in a bid to do something about my weight, but as work had grown to fill more and more of my time, I’d somewhat fallen off the wagon. Blonde and lovely, she was Danish but had lived in Bristol for a number of years, as had I, and it built a bridge between us. I finally didn’t feel like a fish out of water in her fitness room. There’s something about finding someone who knows the places you know, when you’re abroad, and who can laugh at the same things. With children of a similar age too, I felt really understood, perhaps for the first time since I’d moved. Along with her English personal trainer husband, she’d made a life for her family near the beach in the north of Copenhagen and it was a life on their terms. She talked of mornings going horse riding in the nearby ancient woodlands, and of spending long summers in France, reading, researching and planning how to help her groups. She was – is – curious, inspiring, joyful and warm, and I looked forward to our sessions immensely.


I loved her gentle approach – which had taken centimetres off my waist – and the way she greeted me with a pot of freshly made ginger tea before we kicked off each session. I felt we were in it together, and she was just the person I needed to help me get fitter. She knew, way before I realised it, that the weight gain was a symptom and that it was about more than just food. I’d loved seeing her progress in her business, and before long, I thought of her as a friend. I followed her Instagram posts as she put her research and learning into action, eating breakfast outside in the morning to gain a few extra precious rays of sunshine as we moved towards winter, and playing with ideas about what makes a good life, physically and mentally. It was natural that she was the first person I reached out to when things started to come apart at the seams. 


I’m on the edge of burnout, I tell her, trying to keep the wobble out of my voice. I hadn’t been to see her for a while because I’d been too busy and let things slide. I’m not over the edge yet but I’m on the brink. What can I do to help manage my stress, and to come out of this period stronger? In my mind I gave myself a few months to settle into a new way of being and figure things out. It would be fixable, I thought. It wasn’t that big of a deal: just a speedbump in the road, just a stressful period to weather.


Christina’s approach boiled down to a few things: mainly focusing on breathwork and treating myself well. Eating healthily, and not skimping on portions, because, as she said, a stressed body craves nutrients. I should get out into green spaces as much as I can, in the middle of the day when the sun is the most powerful, whenever I can. I could feel it already, the slow sink into winter, the grey mornings and the evenings that feel cut off at the knees when you’re used the rays of sunshine stretching out to nearly 10pm. In November we consider ourselves lucky if it’s still light during a late afternoon commute.


From my desk, I visualised being in green spaces, spending mornings around blue spaces, walking along the beach with the wind in my hair. These are themes I clung to then and thought of again and again when I considered what a good life could be. If I threw out all the limitations and all the routines that currently bound me, I thought, how could life be better?


I thought back to the things that I had loved as a child. If I wanted to find my spark again, if I wanted to find the real essence of myself, the thing that made me feel alive, it seemed as good as any place to start. Those windswept days on the beach, hollering into the head-high waves, delighting in their cold splash. The goosebumps pimpling grey-pink skin as we came out of the water and dried ourselves off. The brown Thermos flask of tea on Grandma’s tartan blanket. The sense of being absolutely, precisely alive in the moment. These were the things to live for, weren’t they? 


I thought about those people that I saw in the mornings too, the lady next door who swims in the harbour at 6am, and the men who launch themselves naked from the quay just as we’re walking around the corner to school. The laughter and the vivid sense of being alive that they embodied. 


Christina was the first person I called when I got the idea that I should try out cold-water swimming. There are a few people I’d trust completely with something like this, and she’s one of them. I knew she wouldn’t laugh, and if something went wrong, she’d know what to do to help. I felt like she’d get why I wanted to do it, and she wouldn’t ridicule me for trying. It wasn’t something I felt I could do on my own.


For one thing, I was worried about what my body would do. Would I, in the extreme shock of the cold, forget how to swim? Would my heart, given to palpitations anyway, seize up completely? Would I end up in hospital in a gown, its open back displaying my swimsuit? Or would I just slip into the water and never come back up?


I also thought: What if I don’t make a change? What if cold-water swimming could be a start back to finding my energy again, to feeling like I’m not always pared to the bone or tired to the point that I interpret most things as an insult or criticism, even if that’s not what was intended? I just didn’t want to be forgetful and confused anymore. I was in no way happy to find myself in this position, but I was glad to feel empowered and confident enough to say that enough was enough. I had just enough energy to steer the ship away from certain disaster. But I didn’t really know where I was steering it to.


I was interested in using my own crisis as a springboard to a better way of living, too. From the disarray and rubble of my life, I thought about the castles I wanted to build, and more than that, I thought about how I wanted to feel. I thought about the weightlessness I felt in water, the sleekness and momentum of a glide, the way my fingers cut through the water and the way it bore my weight and helped me move. There was something so natural and powerful about this image in my brain that I felt there was nothing to do but follow it.
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It was like the beginning of an all-consuming crush: once I’d tried it, I couldn’t get the cold water, and how it made me feel, out of my mind. I scoped out a corner of the harbour near my flat, and with my nearly teenage daughter watching on, furtively slipped down the orange ladder and into the dark water. It was a gloomy afternoon and the sun was setting. Clouds were gathering in the sky and a wintry wind was blowing. I knew I shouldn’t swim alone, just in case something went wrong. But how wrong could it go, when I was just going to dip in and out, and keep a hand on the metal ladder at all times? Still, I asked my daughter to stand and wait until I was back on land, and told her to run and get help if I looked like I was in trouble.


Sat on the quay watching, my scruffy dog Max barked and strained at the leash, readying himself to jump in and save me, while in the water, my shoulders under its cold shield, I gasped and fought for breath. I tried not to look at the dark green, nearly black water under the wooden platform where the ladder was bolted. Images of black matter, dark green weed, lion’s mane jellyfish but black and green in colour, surfaced in my lizard brain. I closed my eyes, willing them away, and focused on my breathing. Then I was out of the water, into my warmest clothes, and home. It was no longer a one-off, but I’ll be honest: it wasn’t a moment to particularly shout about. It was little more than a dip in the water to remind myself that I was brave enough to do it. 


During the previous winter it had been so cold that the sea froze, leaving ducks to waddle about in a bemused way on the ice. I had watched people cut holes in the ice and use metal ladders to dip in and out, and could not imagine why they would do it. I would never have imagined myself doing it. I was afraid of what it would feel like and whether my body was able to handle the shock, and nothing about it screamed fun to me. So it was a kind of a triumph in itself to be swimming on a cold November day, even just for a seconds-long dip. For the rest of the day, I sat bathed in a warm glow at my laptop, and I felt present, again. I could have sworn my skin was still pink – it felt like it should have been a different colour, at the very least. My blood was closer to the surface of my skin than it was before; I became more of a feeling person than a thinking person in those hours after my cold-water shock, and I had a greater sense of my body. After all those months overthinking things, overscheduling my days and forgetting half the things I should be doing, I felt like life had become clear and simple again. It was as if the water had washed the stress clean away, replacing the near-constant panic with a sense of cool control. I was turning up to my part-time job and treading water there while I thought of what the next move would be, when some good fortune came my way. A journalist friend wrote to me with some work: would I take on a feature for him about Copenhagen? It was an obvious yes. It opened a small door for me: I could keep myself afloat by writing about the region where I lived – this time as a freelancer. It felt obvious and a lot less stressful than the way I’d imagined returning to work: if it got too much, I could dip out of it when I needed to. I didn’t have to go to meetings. I wouldn’t have to work to anyone else’s processes. I would only work on things I thought were meaningful. And, as I wasn’t chained to anyone’s workplace or a 9–5 timeframe, I could go swimming whenever I wanted. 
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