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For my mum – my crusader




Foreword


Mental illness can be confronting and it is easy if you have never been touched by it to judge someone, to point blame or to not understand or be scared and turn away.


But with one in five Australians suffering from mental illness a year, we need to understand.


Every day at least six Australians commit suicide and 30 Australians attempt to take their own lives.


With suicide the leading cause of death for young people aged 15–24, we can’t afford to turn away.


Most importantly, we need to listen. We need people like Soph to speak out and to help take away the stigma attached to mental illness. We need to ask our friends, our family, our children – RUOK? And, even more importantly, we need to give them the space to answer truthfully, without fear or judgement Sophie’s memoir, Running Like China, is a book of love, a story of hope and, most of all, it’s a message for anyone struggling with a mental illness of any kind.


I have surfed with Soph since I was eleven years old, but it was through this book that she reminded me if you hold on, ride through the waves that are trying to pull you down, you can resurface and find yourself again.


Laura Enever


Professional surfer


Former Junior World Champion and Rookie of the Year




Prologue


I became China.


That’s how I survived.


I was always a fast runner. I loved the movement. I loved the way the wind beat my face and lifted my hair.


‘My friend said I was running like China, that’s why everyone calls me China,’ I said.


‘But that doesn’t make sense,’ they told me, almost angry that my explanation was not reasonable.


‘I know,’ I said evenly.


I watched them move awkwardly in their chairs, letting slip an exasperated laugh. ‘So you run like a Chinaman?’


‘No,’ I replied calmly, ‘just China.’


‘China is not something you can run like.’


‘I know it doesn’t make sense … I guess that’s why it stuck.’


‘Okay.’ They sighed, and I sensed their dissatisfaction.


But what they didn’t realise, what no one realised, was that China was not a nickname. It was a new face … a mask I had adopted. China was a second self that stood bright and alive, casting a shadow over my sick self. In the shadow’s darkness, no one could see Sophie’s marked skin or the way her hands shook. She was safe.


Beneath the cool veil of China, I had time to heal.
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Over the Fence


I was one and a half when I moved from a cot to the single bed that would cradle my body until late adolescence. My dad has always boasted of the smooth layers of honey varnish he finely applied to finish the bed.


I’m in hospital right now writing this opening paragraph and text him to verify that he varnished but did not build the bed.


His reply reads, ‘Just varnished, but nice job, eh!’


I smile and type, ‘Yep, fantastic! I love you.’


When I was ten, the bedhead was freckled with Billabong and Roxy stickers that I’d bought from the local surf shop with pocket money. The corner posts had my favourite Nippers medals hanging from them. I’d Blu-Tacked surfing posters to the ceiling and would lie in bed with sun-kissed bodies riding on turquoise water above.


Air I was going to breathe, ocean I was going to bathe in, wild waves that I was going to conquer.


Dad walked in to tuck me in – a tradition he’d carried out since before I could remember. I would cherish his kiss and respond with, ‘Don’t forget to come in after dinner and don’t forget to look out for robbers,’ then fall asleep beneath his soft assurance, ‘Okay, I promise.’


My ceiling light hung within a yellow paper lantern, swathing the room in a buttery haze. Dad was not quite fifty yet, but his sight wasn’t great and so, on this particular night, it wasn’t until he reached the edge of my bed that he said, rather surprised, ‘Floss, you’re crying.’


I don’t know why he calls me Floss, neither does he, but I treasure the way it fuses us together.


‘What’s wrong? Is it what we just watched?’ he soothed, brushing back my hair off my reddened face.


‘I just don’t understand,’ I sobbed.


We had just watched an episode of Sixty Minutes. The story of two young teenage girls, I think they were thirteen.


A double suicide, two young bodies hanging in a tree.


‘How could they have done it? How could they not see how amazing it is to be alive?’


Dad smoothed my hot cheeks with his palm and I remember the way he almost chuckled. ‘Well I’m very glad you feel that way.’


‘Don’t laugh at me,’ I whimpered.


‘I’m not laughing at you, Floss.’ He pulled up my frangipani printed bed sheets. ‘I’m happy … very happy to hear you say that.’


What father wouldn’t be?


What father wouldn’t delight in hearing his daughter’s rich enthusiasm for life?


I started to calm, my breath steadied and my brilliant red cheeks faded to pastel pink.


‘Don’t forget,’ I said, wiping tears from my eyes, ‘to come in after dinner and don’t forget to look out for robbers.’


‘Okay, I promise.’ He swept his cool hand across my forehead, before kissing it, and whispering, ‘I love you.’


‘I love you too.’


Dad turned out the light and left the room, as I sank into a warm pool of dreams.


Seven years later, I’m standing on the cliff’s edge. The sky is burnt orange, as if the distant hills are on fire. The ocean beneath is windswept, with white caps racing across the grey like the flailing white manes of wild brumbies. I try to think of my sister, Georgia. Her face always pulls me back over the wire fence.


Nothing.


I imagine how her body would wilt in my absence.


Nothing.


I imagine how her life will shatter into a million pieces.


Nothing.


I imagine some of those pieces she will never get back.


Nothing.


I look over the edge at the dark waves breaking on jagged rocks below. It’s the most terrifying moment in my life. Yet I’m not scared in the slightest.


I am desperate, writhing beneath the impossible hopelessness I feel.


I am so desperate to escape.


And suddenly, I understand why and I understand how.


I can see the dark shadows cast prematurely over two girls all those years ago. The girls from that story on TV.


On this night, on the headland, I understand.
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The Stitches in my Skin


For as long as I can remember, I have been entranced by stories.


And for as long as I have been able to speak, I have told them.


Back when my hair was in piggy tails and my uniform was like a potato sack, I stood in front of the class and said my news: ‘My mum had a baby girl on the weekend, at 2.49 on Saturday afternoon.’


A classmate stuck up his arm. ‘What’s her name?’


Everyone was looking at me and I supposed they were probably jealous. ‘Zoe.’ I smiled. ‘She’s got dark blue eyes like me and Mum, but her nose looks more like my other sister Georgia’s …’


When we were walking home from school that afternoon, Mum leant down to me and asked, ‘Sophie, do you know why Tara and Scott asked where baby Zoe was when I was waiting for you outside your classroom?’


‘I wish you’d called me Zoe,’ little Gee muttered, trailing along behind.


Mum laughed. ‘Georgia, if you were called Zoe you would wish you were called Ashley.’


The words I’d presented to the class that day – along with the song I’d written for my dad who was off at war, which had brought tears to my eyes as my young hand scribbled verses and a chorus, while he actually sat in his office designing yachts – weren’t real. I knew they weren’t. I wasn’t delusional when I told the kids next door the plush toy lizard I was dragging along the road behind me on a dog leash was a real lizard … I didn’t play pretend. I invented.


I loved the fact I could fashion something from nothing. Fishing in the pools of my subconscious for a creature that could not physically exist in the real world. It was magic.


It is magic.


Years later, Mum and I reminisced over the childhood stories I’d told, my imagination having given birth to baby Zoe. Mum’s laugh was raw and it made her eyes water. ‘I’m not pregnant,’ she boasted, rubbing her stomach as if she were carrying a child. ‘It’s a love of great food and beer.’


•


Ultimately this is a story. I wish it was an invention, the pain on the page and the cuts in my skin a fantasy. But these words are true.


The story of Sophie and the story of China hellishly intertwined.


My story.


It is a story of how I sank to the seabed, how I drowned, and how I came to the surface to breathe once more.


For those of you who are drowning, those who have been washed ashore, and those who have had to witness this tragedy in a loved one, I can only hope that my story will share insight, but most of all, that it will inspire life.
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Pockets of Time


As a child I lay on the horizon, on that fine line between the sapphire sea and the pale blue sky.


When I was eleven years old Mum told me, ‘One crowded hour of glorious life is worth an age without a name.’


The quote is from a poem by Thomas Osbert Mordaunt, which Mum had read in Tim Bowden’s bestselling biography of the world’s greatest combat cameraman and extraordinary Australian, Neil Davis. The quote had resonated with Davis and became the motif for his story. I decided I wanted to read the biography too, so Mum and I went to the local library and scoured the dusty shelves for it. The book’s face was as weathered as the man’s whose story it held. Thrilled, I turned over pages made semi-transparent by the many hands that had touched them.


I read the foreword where Bowden told of Davis’ idea of heaven. The combat cameraman wasn’t afraid to die. Instead, he believed that as he closed his eyes for the last time, a beautiful naked woman would approach him with a cold beer. She would kiss him, he would drink beer, and their sex would be unlike anything he had experienced on earth. He wasn’t afraid, because he would rest eternally in that blissful moment.


With a philosophy that denied the threat of death, he dared to live within one crowded hour.


Yet, even before I heard that quote I was a child cramming intense joy into tiny pockets of time. I saw the world for all its minute beauties and that provoked in me an intense passion for life.


•


There’s a photo of Gee and me squished into a coloured box that hung from the pine tree in our yard when we were little. The swing broke when we were older, and Georgia fell rather abruptly on her arse.


We were at one of those big garden centres that smell of mulch, waiting for Mum to pick out plants for her flowerbed, when Gee and I found a wooden trapeze for sale behind a tree house in the children’s play equipment section. Mum said if we still wanted it the next time we came back she’d buy it, and so a few months later, Dad was halfway up the pine, wrapping ropes around branches.


At that stage in my life, my eyes would flutter open each morning to a pale sky; I would walk into the backyard, often still in my pyjamas, and climb up onto the trapeze.


As the pastel pink sky became auburn in the east, I would sit and watch the sun blossom in the distance. In between the bird choruses, there was an indescribable silence.


I also spent a lot of time flying on that trapeze. One beautiful afternoon on Mother’s Day one year, my family was enjoying a late lunch at an outside table by the garden when I climbed up onto the trapeze, throwing my weight back and forth until I was swinging from one side of the yard to the other.


Although Mum hated me doing it, she’d seen it before. Nan hadn’t and as I fell backwards mid-flight, catching myself with only my knees and flipping upside down, she inhaled half the food that was in her mouth.


I scared them, but what they couldn’t understand was how it felt, falling in the moment just before my knees latched around the bar.


I thought that base jumpers, and others who fly so close to death that they can taste it on their tongues, were the ones who experienced the greatest sense of living.


‘But what if you don’t survive?’ Mum asked. ‘What if you just die … for fun?’


I told her that in that moment, before that person’s heart stopped, they would have lived ten lives. They would have experienced something the rest of us couldn’t even imagine. They would have lived.


I didn’t have a death wish, rather I had an extreme hunger for life.


To fall is a moment of uncertainty. Resigning yourself to chance is liberating. Catching yourself is a triumph.


•


As a child, I also drew pleasure and strength from the natural world. What’s more, I understood and could appreciate that I was a tiny, yet significant part of one great organism – planet earth.


There is a mulberry tree at the back of my parents’ backyard whose branches became extensions of my limbs as a child. Wrapped around it was a tree house that we were forced to dismantle when I was older because the big tree kept growing and the little house could not.


It was an extraordinary place to play. The tree grew through the centre of the floorboards and up through the middle of the plastic roof. Two of its slender brown arms reached up and across onto the rock wall at the back of the property.


When Dad stands at the rock wall’s base, it’s three times his height. But as far as rocks go, it’s rather beautiful. A sea of lime-coloured vines and pink wild flowers cascade down the rock’s face. Its head is covered entirely by thick shrubbery and decorated with pea-green trees.


When we were seven or eight, we worked out that we could walk along one arm of the mulberry tree while holding the other and make it up onto the rock. From then on, summer weekends were spent picking wild poisonous berries from spiky vines and collecting them in jars. We climbed trees further into the bush and pulled up roots from beneath the dry leaf floor because they looked like potatoes. We ground up coloured rocks until they were powder, which we stored in pot plants in the tree house. We would add water until it became an ochre paste, then we’d paint the tree, the tree house, the rock and the fence. Our art would bask in the sunlight until the next storm.


The berries we ate turned our lips and fingertips so purple we looked like we had hypothermia in the warm spring air. Often friends would come over after school and we’d eat more mulberries than the birds that nested in the trees above. Poor Mum would always be left to apologise for our friends’ blackened uniforms when their parents picked them up.


Two boys had lived there before us, and they had written their names on the outer wall of the little wooden tree house. Beneath it, we wrote ‘and then came Sophie and Georgia’, with a permanent marker from Mum’s office. Our handwriting was barely legible but it was ours.


At dusk I would sit on the highest branch in the mulberry tree while violet cooled to indigo and the white moon rose.


The mulberry tree was so important to me. It was sacred, but so were all trees. Everywhere we went I would climb them.


Later, in high school, a teacher told us how certain programs to rehabilitate those who have abused, as well as those who have been abused, involved taking people into the woods or forests to surround them with trees.


There is something very humbling about trees.


They are quite remarkable; to stand close to one is to share life. The tree inhales the air I breathe out and I draw in the air it exhales.


•


And then there are the mountains.


The first time I saw mountains was in New Zealand with my family. I was eight and we were looking for a new house because Dad had been offered a job in Auckland. The faint kiss of the sun did not suit Mum’s dark skin however, so we came back rather quickly to where the sand burnt the soles of her feet.


That trip was also the first time I saw snow but all that I really remember was being intimidated by the enormity of the earth … those mammoth bodies of soil reaching higher than the clouds.


I was both frustrated and fascinated by the raw physicality of the mountains in the same way that I was both frustrated and fascinated by knowledge I didn’t yet have the intellect to comprehend.


Standing as an eight-year-old on those slopes, I knew there existed a body far greater than my own self, and I just couldn’t get my head around it.


However, the most amazing thing about the mountains for me is the air.


It cuts into your lungs and reminds you why you breathe.
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The Sea and Me


The sea is a shepherd. It guides, it tests, it challenges, it teaches.


I move among its herd.


I was swimming in the ocean before I was born.


Right up until the day I was delivered into this world, Mum was doing laps in Collaroy rock pool, with me inside her. As waves spilt over the rock wall and washed into the pool, we would swim together. We were two bodies gliding through the salt in sync.


Mum said the ocean was in my blood.


When I was a baby, we lived in an apartment on a street adjacent to the surf. On nights when the full moon turned the sea silver, Mum swore that I screamed louder, as if the moon pulled tides of salt water through my veins.


One morning Mum and my dad took me swimming in the sea before work. It was summer and the waves were gentle, the temperature pleasant.


I was two months old and Mum held me in her arms, standing waist-deep as white foam washed around her hips.


A wave climbed over the horizon, a deep blue wall.


Should she dive under? Or would she try to jump over, with the chance that the wave would take her feet right out from beneath her?


Mum looked to Dad and, in his customary fashion, he laughed. ‘I don’t know!’


As the wave rose before her, she stared through the sheet of turquoise glass and, in a split-second decision, held me close to her chest and dived beneath.


I cannot remember that moment; the first time I swam through the belly of a wave. But my body can remember the sensation. My tongue remembers the taste.


Mum got caught in the turbulence beneath the foam and lost her footing, so she thrust my little body up through the water’s skin and into the light of day. Dad dived across to take me from her hands and wrapped me in his arms. Mum surfaced, and it was only as she was wiping her hair from her eyes that she realised I hadn’t screamed.


To her utter surprise, Dad and I were dripping wet and laughing.


In that moment, Mum says she knew I was going to live a life among the waves.


•


When I was four, I so badly wanted to join Nippers – the program for junior members of surf lifesaving clubs – that, although I was underage, Dad took me round to the local clubs to try and enrol anyway. Long Reef, the beach in between Collaroy and Dee Why, was the only club that would take me. At that point Longy had a mere thirty-two kids across nine age groups and so my early arrival was warmly met.


I was fast at running for my age and gender, and when Mum became my age group manager we fought bitterly over the handicaps she gave me. I remember one day in particular lining up for a ‘wade’ race where you run into the shallow water, leap over the waves on the shoreline and around a few parent volunteers with water up to their knees, and back to the sand. The other girls were on the wet sand and I was standing on the sand dunes next to the lifeguard tower, fifty-five steps back.


When the race was over, Mum said, ‘See, you didn’t need to have a tantrum, you still won.’


I gave her a look so foul she probably should have smacked me. The next week I was so far over the sand dune that I didn’t hear the start of the race.


The following year Dad became my age group manager and there were far fewer domestic disputes. The girls thought Dad was so cute. He’s not plump like a teddy bear, but he is certainly as soft. He thought it was fantastic that they laughed at his jokes. I know he really enjoyed it, and at the end of each year he’d make us all his own little certificates, separate to the normal prize giving, with our nicknames on them. He laminated each piece of paper, rewarding us for some kind of personal feat that was quirky and humorous.


When I was in Under 9s, we went from doing the wade to competing in a board and a swimming race. For several of the girls in our group this was incredibly daunting, but I was thrilled.


My young arms grew strong from paddling as I thrust my little board and tiny body through clouds of foam twice my size.


Long Reef was still a small club back then and I won their first ever branch medal at an inter-club event. I wore a smile that stretched from ear to ear and the medal under my t-shirts for weeks.


As each Nipper season passed, I kept all my branch and state medals on the right bedpost of my wooden single bed. There were so many that they clattered together when I rolled over at night.


I spent hours after Nippers every Sunday on the pink and yellow foam boards. They had plastic hose handles that I gripped as I flew to shore on my stomach. Despite a neck of gold medals, however, I grew tired of riding on my belly. I wanted to rise.


One day, I was paddling my foam Nipper board out the back across the turquoise drink. Dad was swimming several metres away from me, floating on his back, letting the golden orb of summer warm his belly. On the beach the sun was bleaching the sand where Mum sat with Gee on her lap.


I began to paddle as a small wave rose from the sea, it picked me up, and I began to fly.


I don’t know quite how I did it, but I remember looking down and realising my feet were on the board.


The water was so clear I could see the sand shifting on the seabed. The sight and sound and feel of the water moving beneath me as I flew towards the shore were the most remarkable things my nine-year-old self had ever experienced.


I rode the wave until my board hit the wet sand and I jumped off, racing across the hot powder to where Mum and Gee were sitting. I was bouncing up and down, waving my arms about while Mum listened to me telling her what had just happened over and over again.


I’d felt as if the air had been sucked right out of my lungs and, in its place, my chest expanded with a new breath that was particularly dry and salty.


The ecstasy of that first wave coloured my cheeks and warmed my skin. It made me dance on the sand. It changed me in a way I will never understand. It was a feeling I will never shake.


By the time I was thirteen I was surfing before and after school. Most nights I was out until the streetlights had come on across the promenade, and even then I wanted to stay out longer.


I was thirsty for the sea.


•


The point break near where we lived is notorious for the ladder in the thick wall of water that breaks behind the rock pool. As the wave climbs onto the rock shelf, it jacks up in sections and creates steps. Even experienced surfers can be thrown into the frothy soup behind the rocks when a step rises in the wave’s face unexpectedly. The wave is dark and for a long time it scared the hell out of me. It wasn’t until we moved into an orange-brick flat up on the headland that I saw the wave for its brilliance. The wave is dark because it is alive.


I was a thirteen-year-old girl and that wave challenged me. I dropped down its green face for the first time on a bright Tuesday morning before school, riding behind the rocks before it spat me out into the open channel. The ocean was quiet that day and, although the wave was small, a cool blend of fear and elation had my hands shaking as I flew off its shoulder victorious.


As the nights grew longer, and the wave grew colder, I surfed its stomach and flew over its shoulder. Slowly I began to understand it.


That is one of the things I love the most about the ocean … every single wave has its own identity. Its shape, its colour, its speed make it as individual as a fingerprint and, yet, in a way, with patience, you begin to understand the character of the break itself. A beachy, a lasting sandbar, a rocky point, a reef; they all have their own distinct traits. Dropping down their faces or getting caught inside their gargling bellies, you get to know them.


You form an alliance. The alliance is intimate, and yet it can kill you.


There are storms that only come two or three times a year. Big storms where the ground shakes as a grey sea thrashes against the shore. The sky turns a deep indigo.


There was one of these storms in autumn 2008 and as the wind began to scream, a cold, salty mist lingered in the kitchen. The southerly wind roared for two nights and two days.


On the third day, we woke to a veil of silence draped over the coast. The sound of absence was almost as remarkable as the screaming wind.


I got out of bed that morning, pulled a woollen jumper over my pyjamas, slid into my Ugg boots, crept down the flight of stairs, out of the apartment block and into the bitter air. The streetlights were still on as I traipsed up to the headland.


The sky was pale purple with a light wash of grey. The smooth sea was stained with black ink, and as I approached the edge of the wet, grass hill, I was electrified by the energy of the ocean. There were already three guys out off the point, even though the moon lingered, waiting for the sun.


Giant mountains of water rolled in, jacking up as they hit shallow water then crashing down onto the rock shelf. I turned around, walked back to the apartment, crept into the room I was sharing with my sister, and put on my wetsuit.


One of my friends met me on the beach that morning. With our boards under our arms, the icy sand made the soles of our feet burn and our bones ache.


As we ran down to the wet sand, the mixture of the crisp cold air, nervous energy and wild excitement had our teeth chattering. Reaching the shoreline, we leapt with our boards before us and landed with our bellies on their waxed decks. We duck-dived the first wash of foam and when we surfaced on the other side our brains were snap frozen.


Together we raced out to the rocky point, telling jokes and stories between duck dives, making the paddle harder as the laughter drained air from our lungs. Yet it also made the paddle lighter as our cheerfulness distracted us from the pain in our arms and winter breathing down our necks.


When we reached the line-up, the men didn’t look at us in astonishment as if we were brave, they looked at us in fear as if we were stupid and were going to drown.


If my friend and I hadn’t been so keen to outdo each other, we might have been discouraged by their grimaces. The wave’s dark face was three times our height. For a while, the men cut inside us, stealing every wave from behind the rocks. I don’t know whether they thought they were protecting us – if they can’t catch any waves, they aren’t going to eat it when they fall off – or if they thought we simply didn’t deserve the chance. But we were competitive. We both wanted the first wave, the upper hand, and in fighting each other, we fended off the men. I’m not sure who made it over the lip first, but after we’d both caught a few waves, the guys out there were calling us in. They were impressed.


It was wild; it was ecstasy. It was a magnificent blend of terror and joy that left us barely able to speak.


We had both had several rides when a wall climbed up from the ocean’s floor and grew so great it blocked out the black horizon.


‘Go!’ one of the older men called. I remember his face clearly; he had a white beard and the hair on his head was scarce. His face was brown leather and with a fire burning in his eyes he cheered even louder, ‘Go!’


My eyes darted around the water, I was on the inside; the wave was mine.


As my feet landed on the deck of my board and my hands lifted from the rails, the wave jacked up beneath me. In the few seconds that ensued, as the wave transformed beneath me, my eyes met my friend’s and I watched her mouth slant downwards.


It was as if I was going into battle. I was about to visit a dark place, I was about to face the enemy, and she looked at me hoping I had enough ammo to fight my way back to the surface.


I gulped in a lungful of air and, as I free fell, time seemed to pass slowly.


Hitting the water, however, was like falling through a sheet of ice. The dark water slapped me red in the face and punched me so hard in the stomach it winded me. Like a rag doll, I was tossed until I didn’t know which way was up.


I hit the bottom twice, tearing a hole in the elbow of my wetsuit.


Experienced surfers tell you not to panic, not to fight it. They tell you to relax; it saves energy and it gives you time. In the turbulent, white belly of a wave, time is everything.


I did well to remain calm … until I heard the roar of another wave breaking on the surface. I was still under and the turbulence tossed me violently all over again.


When I finally reached the surface, I pulled my board towards me with my leg rope and tried to climb on. My arms were jelly and for a while all I could manage was getting my torso on the deck, while I heaved clean autumn air into my lungs.


The greatest memory I have of that morning was being washed almost to shore, lying half on my board. The shock had reduced me to tears and, as the light of day broke through the clouds above, I could see, around my head, the stars of night.


It was a harsh reminder that the ocean is alive, and you can no more hold its waves than you can hold the flames of a fire. If you believe you can control it, it will ruin you. Instead, it is humbling to know you are at the mercy of the land and the sea.


I went to school that morning, and sat in my normal seat next to the classmates I always sat beside.


None of them would know how, on that very morning, I had felt the wrath of the ocean as it spun me beneath the breaking waves. None of them would know how drastically different I was compared to the girl they’d sat beside the day before.


With my hair still damp, my nose burning and my pink eyes stinging, I realised I was alive in every sense of the word.


In the wake of that day, I possessed a profound and unswerving respect for the ocean.


Fear of and admiration for the sea became the red and indigo blood that moves through my veins like the summer and winter currents that move through the deep.
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Chasing the Horizon


For as long as I have had air in my lungs, a competitive streak has stained my skin. Mum has always held that my biggest rival has been myself, and the battles I walked away from victoriously were those where I had fought as an individual.


I didn’t like relying on anyone else. If I made it, I wanted to make it. If I fucked up, I knew I only had myself to blame.


When I ran on a cross-country track, my face would redden and my chest would ache but the most gruelling race was inside my head. There were many girls who could have run just as fast if not faster than me, but my mind was what won me the race.


At Nipper carnivals, I possessed natural talent, but I also understood the power of the sea and resigned myself to the waves and the vast ocean. I resigned myself to the things I could not control, and harnessed the things I could – my body and my mind. I could never choose the way in which the waves broke; I had no authority to demand a smooth path through the break out to the race cans. I didn’t compete with the ocean, only myself.


When I was held back behind a set, the only thing I could choose was how I responded. My mind would will my arms to paddle harder and my legs to kick faster. When my body felt at its limit, my mind would see more. Subsequently my limbs would stretch further.


Competitive surfing events though were where I really invested myself. I had sponsors from the age of twelve and, for several years, I thought I was going to turn pro. I remember Mum telling me that it wasn’t all about the competitions. She told me about the ugly side of the tour and the struggle to make a living for the girls who weren’t in the top few. She also told me that there were many people who loved surfing, but went about their work, and surfed morning and afternoon. I told her I didn’t care for that simplicity; I wanted a life on the move between competitions; I wanted to cross seas.


I was very lucky to be a part of those junior comps.


At school, I was a little awkward and never truly a part of any one group, but it didn’t matter, because I travelled further most weekends than any of them dreamed.
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