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Q COASTAL TREAT

HE island was just
waking up with a
. brightsunsmilingon

#% the eastern coast. We
came out of our bungalow to a
gush of chilly winds. Out on
the beach it was a green
heaven turning into gold. We
stood on there on the sand and
watched the transformation of
the island. The bluish pale of
the night fast receding and the
outstretched sea reflecting the
sun in its every lap. Then the
light caught the Kewra and
coconut plantation and the
whole island was caught in an
amber fire. The fishermen
were already outto the sea and
the beach looked barren. Only
the dogs lay in wait for the
trawlers to return -- it would
mean breakfast time for them.

We waited for the day to
brighten up more and then
walked along the beach to
Atig's scuba diving shop. It's a
small hut right by the beach.
On the front yard sat a few
plastic chairs. Behind them
was a big blue bucket
containing masks and various
snorkeling apparatus. Yellow
oxygen tanks lined up behind
it. A blue poster announced
"Oceanic Scuba Diving
Centre” and a white board
showed a hand drawing of a
scuba diver. [nstructions were
written around. Two charts
showed the fishes you could
see at St Martin's underwater
world.

Two Norwegian girls were
sitting there, trying on the fins.
Atig who is an ex-navy diver
came out of his den with a
broad smile on his face.

"Good weather today,” he
said. "You will have a
wonderful time under water."

He handed us the scuba
suits and made us carry the
equipment to the beach. Atiq
gave us a short lesson in scuba
diving -- how to avoid
formation of the deadly

bubble in your blood by
climbing too fast; how to use
the in inflatable vest with
buoyancy compensator to
achieve that weightless state
under water; how to breathe
through masks; how to use the
emergency tools. Then he
showed us the signs -- you
cannottalkunderwaterandso
have to learn the signs to talk
to your buddy. Then he told us
what to do in case of an
emergency. We tried to learn as
much as possible and were
quite satisfied with our half an
hour'slesson.

"Now you put this around
your waist," Atigq handed us

the weight belt. It was heavy --
must be around 10 kg or so.
Human bodies tend to float
once in water, so you need this
to keep yourself under water.
Thenwe putonthevest--itisa
complicated thing with lots of
tubes going in and coming out
of it. And with the vest came
the oxygen tank.

I was almost floored with
the weight of the tank now.
"Shit! I'll break my back,” I
thought aloud and kept my
back upright to avoid any disk
slip. Then 1 slipped on the
mask and was ready for the
water.
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I had a weird feeling inside
me -- [ was nervous; actually |
was scared to tell you the truth.
But at the same time | felt an
adrenaline rush in my veins.
My instructor -- in diving
terms they are the buddies --
held my hand tight and led me
to the water's edge. I
tentatively stepped out and
then I was waist deep in water,
he stopped and asked me to
take a dip just to get
acclimatised to the idea of
breathing underwater.

[ put the mask on and then
took a dip. I could not have
been there for more than three
seconds by which time I must
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not have breathed in more
than twice. And then an
unknown panic gripped me. It
seemed that instead of oxygen
from the tank, water would
gush into my mouth. It was
unreal to be breathing
underwater. I can't do it, I
thought wildly and popped
out of water. I was panting
with the effort of being
underwater for three seconds!

"Do it again," Atiq insisted.
"The panic is temporary. Try to
bear with it and you will be
ok."

I hoped it would be ok and
so slipped on the mask again.

Fresh oxygen was filling up my
lungs. Ah! How sweetitis! Iwill
be okay now.

[ held Atig's hand and
dipped down. And wild panic
gripped me again. I could not
breath; I could imagine all the
serpents rushing towards me. I
was dying. I was expecting salt
water to fill up my mouth any
moment and then I would die!
What a shit head I was to try
this!

[ scrambled to the surface
and inhaled fresh air deeply.
No! I can't do it! Impossible!
Scuba diving is not for
everyone. I took off the mask
and started walking towards

the beach.

"Where are you going?"
shouted Atig. "Come back."

"I can't. It's not for me," I
said without bothering to look
back.

A firm hand gripped me.
"Okay, you don't have to run
away!" Atiq said. "Just for a last
time. Then you can quit." He
dragged me from behind.

[ stopped. Ok. But for the
last time. No more try after this
one. But why can't I do it if
thousand others can? I
imagined the grinning faces of
my friends. The humiliation.

I held Atig's hand grimly,
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took a deep breath and slowly
immersed myself in water. I sat
there on the seabed and
looked at Atiq. He shook his
head reassuringly and
signalled with his fingers that
everything was fine. As we sat
there like this for ten seconds
or so, the initial panic slowly
drained out of me. I felt
relaxed.

Atiq signalled to crawl along
the seabed. I slowly stretched
myself and inflated the vest. I
was now floating just a feet
above the ground. I
remembered the James Bond
movie Thunderball where
Sean Connery did his
outstanding underwater feat. I
paddled my flippers and
amazingly 1 was effortlessly
moving forward. 1 looked
forward and saw an amazing
world unfolding before me.
Amid the dead shells was lying
an anchor. The chain had run
straight up and then vanished
as visibility came down to
Zero.

Then I saw the brilliantly
coloured seashells moving
slowly on the sandy bottom.
AndIalmosthad a heartattack
as a huge red crab came
running towards me with its
long pincers open.
Fortunately, Atiq quickly
moved in and scared away the
attacker. More crabs lurked in
the sand and looked at us with
rounded eyes set on antennas.

I could now feel a sharp pain
in my ears and signalled Atiq
about my discomfort. He held
his nose to indicate that I
should close my nose and
blow in. It worked like magic. I
was now growing bit bolder
and felt a strange kind of
exhilaration. I inflated my best
a bit more and wanted do a
little bit of climbing. I slowly
flipped and kept the air bubble
coming out of my mouth just
above my head. I had to be
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very careful now, otherwise I
could die from nitrogen
bubble developing in
bloodstream. I was overcome
by this wonderful feeling of
weightlessness, as if I was
floating in the air. I looked
down and saw Atiq coming
after me. He looked like a huge
shark slowing flapping
towards me. I shivered
thinking of a shark attack. But
then Atigwas no shark.

Then I released vest air and
slowly dropped down to the
bottom among a cluster of live
seashells. Atiq lifted one and
priced open its shells to me the
softinside. And then the fishes
appeared -- a small school of
yellow and range coloured fish
moving in short bursts. We
watched these wonderful
creatures come all over us and
then dart towards the blurry
distance.

I was now feeling very
thirsty; my mouth was blotted
dry. My heart was crying for
water. Now I knew this
happened because of
continuously breathing
through mouth. And my back
was almost to the point of
snapping from the heavy
weight of the oxygen tank. I
was under water for almost
halfan hour.

We slowly swam following
the seabed. I could see the
anchor, this time a little
further to the left. Alittle later, I
could feel that I no longer
needed to swim; I could
resurface to the earth's
environment -- that
wonderful dome of oxygen,
nitrogen and all other gases;
and breathe freely. My
wonderful experience was
coming to an end, and I
regretted that humans are not
born amphibian.
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