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    ‘This is a book for anyone who loves the ocean – to read and savour, then keep and refer to again and again. It introduces us to the people who use it, protect it and celebrate it. Each page explores our primeval connection with the sea, and the need to save it for future generations.’ 


    – Jo-Anne Richards, swimmer, sea lover and author of The Innocence of Roast Chicken


    ‘A swim with the magic of mermaids and myths. This sea-worshipping book calls to the water baby inside us.’ 
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    You are not a drop in the ocean. You are the entire ocean in a drop.


    – Rumi

  


  
    prologue


    I am three years old. The water goes tap, tap against my thighs. I look at my feet, which seem oddly distant and small, my legs refracted by the water. I run my fingers, wrinkled from being in the pool for so long, along my arms, feeling the peaks on my skin like I’ve grown scales. On the pool floor, light bounces around, spreads and contracts into shapes – diamonds and squares of aqua and blue and black. Red bikini bottoms pulled up to my belly button. I pull them away from my skin and let them snap back. They balloon from the wetness. I jump and grab on to the side. My feet don’t touch the bottom yet, not even in the shallow end, not even if I point my toes. But I let go. Onto my back, water swirls around my head, my face. My eyes are screwed shut and I dare not inhale. And then I am floating.


    This is one of my earliest memories of water.


    I am 31 years old. It is March and I am newly married, with my husband Franco at Ponta do Ouro on the edge of South Africa, in Mozambique. I’ve been here before, to swim with bottlenose dolphins that inhabit the area abundantly. The skipper had told us we were lucky; being in the water with dolphins for five consecutive days didn’t happen often. Now I swim among silver fish against a backdrop of pale, sandy ocean floor. They are a dazzling mirage. I think there are thousands of them. As they whip past me, I feel ribbons of water brush against my arms and stomach. There is no yesterday or tomorrow. I am here now, today, cradled by crystal blueness everywhere. All around me water bounces like sheets of sunlight. 


    On the beach I lie on a red towel and I don’t care that there is sand on its edges and in its folds. I like the feel of it, the graininess. The sun flits on my skin licking off the water and leaving me brown. It flits on the peaks of waves, rendering the foam white as clouds. Today there are none and the sky is incandescent. It could be on fire, the sapphire centre of a flame. 


    We are pushing a rubber dinghy into the water; it is big and heavy and the wet sand fights our efforts so that when we are waist deep in the sea we are panting. I climb aboard and sit on the edge next to Franco. It is the first time he is going out in the bay, his first time on a rubber dinghy. As the skipper pushes the throttle, we grab onto the ropes. My husband’s hand slips, his wedding band catches on the rope and it slides off his finger. He tries to catch it in the water but it is already out of his grasp and we both watch as it sinks in a straight line downwards. I am superstitious, finding meaning and patterns in almost everything. I wonder if this is a sign. My heart sinks a little bit, his too. But the boat is gaining speed, we are in open water, wet from the rhythmic splashing and we can’t help but feel excited. 


    ‘I’m going to see a whale shark,’ I muse to my husband. I know he doesn’t believe me, but it’s my birthday weekend and my wishes always come true on my birthday. There is a lull in the chatter and I fix my eyes forward onto the skipper’s back where four tattoos rail to be noticed. I decide they are names written in an alphabet I don’t know. His head turns left and right scanning near and far for sharks, dolphins, rays. Intently I watch his hand signals as he communicates to other skippers, also with people on board. Fins on, my snorkel and mask in my hand, I am ready to jump in. 


    He does a wavy motion above his head, the sign for whale shark. I don’t even think. Or blink. I fall backwards off the boat and into the water. Fixing mask and snorkel in place I swim towards the enormous fish. I am so close that as it slowly moves its tail I need to get out of its way. He lingers, moving slowly, two prodigal sons following his movements underneath him. He is young, not yet fully grown and yet his enormity is mighty. The immensity of this creature is sublime – perfect in its form, perfect in the sea. Just perfect. I have no thought. No fear. My body simply moves where it has to, how it has to. 


    I am snapped out of my reverie by the splash and pressure of the others jumping in around me. I forgot I wasn’t alone. I love that the whale shark is curious and that the fish beneath his belly follow his every move. It is quite gangster. I swim closer to the surface and with my head still underwater look for Franco. I swim to him, we both surface and tread water, giddy with joy. Droplets fly off my face as I slide my mask to the top of my head to kiss him, my lips smacking on his. 


    At the campsite I shower and then lie on the blow-up mattress in the tent that’s been swept clean of sand. Things feel different. I know that I am in a different setting, away from home, but it’s as though my perspective has shifted by a fraction of a compass point. A minuscule point, but enough to shift something inside me. It feels good. 


    It is humid and dark at night. We sit on the beach listening to the waves lapping the sand. Rivulets of luminescence glow green and yellow in the tumbling waves. The white edges of ocean light up at the shoreline. The ocean’s rhythm is held in sway by the moon and the spinning of the planet, luring me to sleep. Above, stars prickle.
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    It is years later and as I sleep fish swim in and out of my mouth. I am submerged, looking up through crystalline water to the surface, which glints in its play with sunlight. I screw my eyes against the light and pierce through the skin between sleep and wakefulness. I’ve been holding my breath, so I exhale softly and inhale slowly. I turn my head and, on the pillow next to me, is seaweed – my eight-year-old daughter’s dark hair. 


    In the bedroom, the morning sun has made its way down the wall like dry water. I have that familiar yearning to be surrounded by ocean and to feel its pressure on my body.


    I have long held a deep love for water, for the sea that carried my father through childhood. For the ocean of my own childhood where I explored rock pools and smoothed my inquisitive hands over shells. The threatening sea of my mother who was born on an island but was never taught to swim. For the future seas of my children as they grow into adulthood on this planet we call home. This book is a love letter to the sea, exposing our intimate relationship with it and the bliss of being in its liquid circumfuse. 


    Water is deeply primordial. It is a symbol of birth, life and death. We go with the flow of life. We cleanse. We are baptised. In many cultures we go back to water at our death. The crossing of rivers is a rite of passage, a new chapter, a challenge bequeathed upon us. Water gives life, it represents hope, renewal, rebirth. Funeral pyres are lit to then float on the River Ganges. The ancestral chosen ones enter the water and emerge as sangomas.


    The equation of life is not static. It renders beauty, death, chaos, and then resurrection. It is its own religion. We return to the earth as bones, as ashes, as air, as memory and as water. A romanticised notion leads me to imagine that our unions with the sea, our cultural associations with the ocean, our relation to aquatic environments as a food source, account for the symbolic importance of water in our daily lives. 


    My research originated as an inkling, a fascination with freediving. A curiosity for those mystical beings who are able to hold their breath and delve deep into the immensity of blue, and ultimately themselves. What struck me was their facility with depth, the slight motion of their body propelling them downward, the smiles on their faces on their return to surface. They bristled with vitality and an unyielding mental fortitude.


    During Covid lockdown, unable to reach the ocean, landlocked and confined to my own house, and barred from doing a freediving course, I began contacting extreme athletes who had reached extreme depths and accomplished seemingly impossible feats. I was humbled by their generosity of time and information, as they shared triumphs, disillusionment, pain, fear, their eating habits and exercise regimes – the mundanity that makes up a large part of who they are and how they train. 


    I watched YouTube videos of Alexey Molchanov – the son of the late Natalia Molchanova – preparing for descent: noseclip and goggles in place, gold hood clinging to his scalp, his mouth opening and closing like a fish out of water as he sips every last molecule of air into his throat and mouth. 


    Like his mother, he is legendary. Scientists who have attached measuring machines to his body say that his facility for diving to depths of a hundred metres and more sets him apart from other human beings. It is so easy for him. His body is built for it. He has a large lung volume and can hold his breath for over 11 minutes if he packs – the motion of sipping more air into the body once the lungs are full; bradycardia – the slowing down of heart rate – occurs quickly for him, and he equalises easily. His metabolic response to apnoea (a temporary cessation of breathing) is akin to that of aquatic mammals. 


    I connected with him through a fellow journalist, a Russian by the name of Maria Zhelikhovskaya, whom I had met on a press trip to Switzerland years before. Can you help me get an interview with Alexey Molchanov? I asked her. On Facebook she had put out a request for an English-speaking native Puerto Rican she could chat to for a story she was writing. I offered to find her that person in exchange for the interview. She introduced me to Alexey’s PR representative who gave me his number and I delivered a Puerto Rican blogger fluent in English. 


    On Zoom I chatted to Australian Naysan Baghai, a filmmaker whose documentary Descent had won at the Sydney Film Festival. A freediver himself, he patiently took me through the process of freediving. He unpacked the bare bones of breath hold, he named the world’s best, and shared how he’d had coffee with Alexey when he was in Australia and what a nice guy he was. He also told me about the worst that had happened to freedivers who pushed themselves too far – crushed larynx, coughing blood, shallow-water blackout, death. 


    I eventually connected with Deborah Andollo, a Cuban freediver who broke numerous world records in the 1980s. Shy of anyone wanting to talk to her about her freediving career, she put me on to an Italian, Nino Piras, who was instrumental in her sponsorship during her heyday. He described her as a butterfly in the water, gliding and in her element. I have not included her chapter in the book as contention about her records is still raw. Nino remembered those days fondly, even shedding tears at the memories, at her determination and unwavering commitment. Because the judging and the timekeeping were questionable, Deborah had to repeat her dive in order to break the world record. She had burst both eardrums, but the following day she did the dive again, setting a new record. It is little wonder that she remains a legend of the sport.


    Deborah stopped competitive freediving after her dear friend Audrey Mestre drowned during a dive in the Dominican Republic in 2002. The device that was supposed to carry Audrey to the surface malfunctioned, and there is still speculation about how it happened. Blame is hinted at Audrey’s husband and fellow freediver Francisco ‘Pipin’ Ferreras. Nino suggested that it was also because Deborah was a mother and, realising the extreme risks involved in the sport, decided to retire from it. 


    I chatted to South African freediver Beth Neale throughout her first pregnancy and then while her daughter was a baby and into the toddler stage. She described to me her own experience of observing her daughter in the swimming pool. By the way she speaks and her anecdotes of being in the water with sea creatures, I am convinced that Beth Neale is a fish whisperer. 


    As a fan of Hanli Prinsloo for many years, when I found out she was doing freediving courses in Simon’s Town, I jumped at the opportunity and flew down. I was nervous and almost cancelled. Yet it was one of the most pivotal encounters of my life. 


    Through my interviews with Kiki Bosch, the protagonist of Descent, I discovered that there are infinite ways of being in the world, of being in the water. In her bare skin and a bikini, Kiki swum next to glaciers, causing a sea captain to weep with emotion as he had never seen a human do such a thing. For her it is so easy. 


    My youngest daughter led me to Amber Fillary, a South African who holds two world records for swimming under Arctic ice in only a bathing suit. She is in constant competition with Johanna Nordblad of Finland. Cold water is slow, slowing down thoughts and metabolism and movement. It is otherworldly, a Milky Way of liquid flow. For people who plunge into this level of cold, it becomes obsessional.


    Geneticist Melissa Ilardo took me on a mind journey to the village of Jaya Bakti and the sea-nomadic Bajau who have been diving for millennia. They walk on the seabed as easily as other people walk on land. Melissa made the groundbreaking discovery that they had evolved differently from other humans through physiological adaptation to freediving. 


    Zandile Ndhlovu is known as the black mermaid. Beneath the waves she found herself and an alternative habitat where she felt at home. Her journey into freediving has taken her to communities in various African and Caribbean countries where she teaches about the marvels of the sea.


    I was fortunate to have interviewed Lewis Pugh in 2009. His remarkable ability to raise his core temperature by close to 2 °C has allowed him to swim the world’s oceans, seas and waterways. He continues to bring awareness of the climate crisis to millions of people, and is instrumental in protecting parts of the world’s marine environments. 


    Alessia Zecchini, who holds the women’s record for deepest dive with a monofin, is inspiring. Her ambition has made her the best in the world. A star constellation is even named after her.


    Taking instruction for breath hold from YouTube videos kept me anchored and helped me improve my apnoea time. I discovered that breath hold opens time. Every millisecond of life is heightened. Between interviews, as I assimilated and ordered information, on evenings when the moon shone bright white amid stars and I was pulled into the infinite breadth and complexities of time and space, losing myself in both the meaning and meaninglessness of it all, I found my way to the couch and to the guided breath hold videos. Seconds turned into a minute, which extended to two and more. I found meaning in stillness. 
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    Diving the depths of our oceans is akin to diving the depths of our own existence. It challenges our abilities and opens our eyes to a different world, teeming with an otherworldly life. Freediver Beth Neale experiences a ‘land down’ when she hasn’t been in the ocean for a few days. Ice swimmer Amber Fillary loves the rush that doing breaststroke under ice gives her. Founder of the International Ice Swimming Association, Ram Barkai, has made swimming in the Antarctic more accessible. They all bring the same things to the surface: their love for the water and an urgent plea for us to keep Earth’s water alive.


    During these meandering conversations with people who know the sea’s depths and shallows intimately, I realised that every competitive freediver, every marathon swimmer, has an obsessive streak, the kind that could become uncontrollable if not channelled into something extreme, where the physical body and the mind enter a state of flow – that state of being that requires a singular focus that is different from the act of thinking.


    The conversations would also inevitably arrive at the troubling changes that are occurring in our aquatic environment. While they explored Earth’s most inspiring oceanic territories, they noticed that over the span of a few years they saw increasingly fewer fish, and more extreme weather. There was consensus about the rapid, and drastic, changes brought about by the climate crisis. It piqued my interest. 


    So, I spoke to scientists. They unpacked the perfection of Earth’s inherent balancing system. A palaeo-oceanographer shed perspective on our human time frame – we are but a blip on the time scale of the planet. I learnt the extent to which micro- and nanoplastics are causing havoc in aquatic habitats. The migratory pattern of southern right whales has shifted. The jellyfish population has grown enormously. Kelp forests have more young plants, and this has altered the ecosystem. Our oceans, seas and waterways are in danger. 


    Interglacial periods, when all the ice on the planet melts, occur every 100 000 years or so. While we are at the beginning of an interglacial period called the Holocene, the problem is that the ice is melting quicker than it should. The rate of global warming – particularly over the last 150 years – is faster than natural climate shifts in previous interglacial cycles. 


    In our lifetime, we will see climate crisis refugees and the disappearance of many species, and experience extreme weather events more frequently. 


    The temperature of our seas and oceans is rising. At the time of writing, it was likely that global heating would push temperatures to as much as 1,7 °C above the average experienced before the Industrial Revolution of the late 1800s, a danger that is directly linked to the burning of fossil fuels and intensified by the recurring El Niño climate event. Along with forests, soils, fossil fuels and carbonate rocks – limestone and dolomite – oceans are carbon sinks, absorbing carbon dioxide from the atmosphere, releasing oxygen and keeping the planetary surface cool. Oceans can store large amounts of carbon in their depths for centuries. But the increase in greenhouse gas emissions weakens the ocean’s ability to absorb this gas, which in turn raises temperatures. 


    Our marine systems still support organisms that have been around from nearly the very beginning of Earth’s formation. These systems are directly connected to the weather – the oceans and seas are always at play with the atmosphere, that mutable event horizon where air and water meet.


    We have come to a point in the Earth’s life where we need to make amends. How did we get here? And how do we get back to a system of bountiful equilibrium for all creatures? The first question we know the answer to, the second is open-ended as we can’t turn back the clock – we can only change our behaviours and how we consume, to mitigate or at least decelerate the crisis.


    There is a global movement to protect 30 per cent of Earth’s natural environments by 2030, a complex set of agreements and actions that I am following eagerly. How a vast range of protected areas, including Marine Protected Areas, will be implemented and managed is yet to be seen. My wish is for it to be successful.


    In the turmoil of the climate crisis, this is a book about life, hope and love for our oceans. 
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    learning to swim


    I was born in Sicily and there man is born an island within an island and remains so until his death, even living far from his harsh native land surrounded by the immense and jealous sea. 


    – Luigi Pirandello


    In the sea, when you swallow water once, twice, you learn quickly how to stay afloat. I was a natural in the water and I learnt to swim that very day. 


    – Andrea De Vita


    The sea is entwined with my family history. My mother and father were born on the island of Sicily, surrounded by the warm Mediterranean. I was nourished on stories, both mythologised and real, told to me by my elders. But it’s my father’s stories of growing up on its shores that captured my imagination the most, and continue to pull and enchant me. 


    My dad Andrea has always been a natural in the water and on the first day he entered the sea, he learnt to swim. It is 1948 on the island of Sicily. The air is shrill with the call of cicadas drunk on the August heat. It is three years since the end of World War II and the people of this volcanic Mediterranean island are still picking up the remnants of their lives and sweeping away the dust that had fallen heavily upon them. 


    On the west side of the island, near Marsala, a school bus rumbles along an asphalt road. Seated towards the middle of the bus, Andrea presses his face against the window. He is three years old and he is on a school trip to the sea. His feet don’t reach the floor and he hardly hears the squealing and chatter of the 20 other children on the bus, so mesmerised is he by the hypnotic spinning of the vehicle’s wheels and the anticipation of swimming, of touching water, of being fully immersed in it. 


    The heat presses down thick on the air. He moves slightly to unstick his skinny thigh from the boy next to him. He touches the smooth pigtail of the girl in front of him but doesn’t tug because the teacher is watching. The girl has fallen asleep, her head resting on the shoulder of her fellow passenger. Andrea turns back to the view framed by the window. The grey ribbon of road streams past, and beyond that the sea – that ever-present and luminous azure mass that surrounds the island. 


    The bus slows down and shudders to a stop. Excitement effervesces as the teachers instruct them to gather their things and without pushing make their way off the bus. Andrea fixes his small leather backpack onto his shoulders, aware of the bread and peaches inside it, and shuffles to the front. At the threshold he jumps from the step onto the road, bits of gravel crunching under his shoes, and skips towards the low balustrade separating the beach from the asphalt. The teachers give sharp commands but he does not heed them as he climbs over it. 


    The beach is a landscape of dunes from which sprout tufts of pale-green grass that flow with the breeze. The wind picks up and blows a reedy whistle through the grass, making it dance. Andrea climbs the dunes, hands and feet sinking into the beige sand. He does so earnestly, excitedly, eagerly, as fast as his young, growing body allows.


    Not a single thought of removing his shoes enters his mind, even though shoes are valuable, a sign that you possess more than someone poor. Sand streams into the too-big shoes given to him by his older brother. But he feels important in them and while he is boarding at La Colonia for the summer, the state crèche that teaches and looks after the children of those who live hand to mouth, he need not share his shoes with any of his three siblings. 


    He feels each grain against his feet but he doesn’t care; he is filled with a jubilance that could shake his entire body. The sea is more magnificent than it appeared from the bus window. Running slower now, he fixates upon the wide expanse of blue, the white crests of the waves in perpetual motion, the water’s edge lapping with the sound of a thousand tongues. 


    He drops his school bag, kicks off his shoes and pulls his white uniform shirt up and over his head. He undoes the button of his shorts and wriggles out of them so that he is in only his underpants. The shout of a teacher as he runs into the water and then he feels it – the wetness on his body, the touch of the sea warmed by the fingers of the sun. 


    His skin prickles and lifts into goosebumps. Wet to the waistband of his underpants, he moves deeper, pushing his toes into the squishy sand beneath him. Suddenly the bottom of the sea disappears and he sinks under the meniscus. Moving his arms and legs, he propels himself upwards to the surface. 


    He coughs out the little water he inhaled, splutters. He pushes the hair out of his face, but a salty burn behind his eyelids inhibits him from opening his eyes. His body upright, he kicks gently, unhurriedly so that his shoulders are exposed to the slight air moving on the water’s surface. As he bobs in the shallow crests, he opens his eyes. Droplets of sea cling to his lashes, distorting the world. He is in a dream. There is a moment, a quietude when the sea is in repose; small waves emanate from the movement of his limbs and with his gaze he follows them to the horizon. 


    ‘Viniti, viniti!’ Andrea calls to the other children on the beach, beckoning them to join him. They shake their heads and root their feet further into the sand, planting themselves like broken shells left behind at the shoreline.


    ‘Fifoni!’ Scaredy-cats, Andrea shouts, licking the saltiness from his lips, relishing it in his mouth.


    He looks for the teachers and sees that they are tending to the smaller children, the ones who have barely learnt to walk, so he paddles further out. A swell smacks him in the face and he swallows water again, but he learns quickly to keep his mouth closed. The sea feels natural to him, it is an animal he knows well, one he has known for a long time, long before his experience of it. It is an animal he can play with. 
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    ‘In Sicily we grew up wild, with nature and the sea.’ 


    Andrea is four years old. The sea is limpid, the sun warm in a sky so deep it is infinite. His mother, father, brothers and sister are a vague memory from days or even weeks ago. It is summer again and he is boarding at La Colonia. Time is merely a set of markers – the rumbling of his stomach before lunch, a teacher calling to him, the lulling rumble of the bus on their way back to the dormitory. Summer is a passing of days that shimmer in a haze of sunlight on air and sunlight on water. 


    He is in the sea up to his waist, his fingertips touching the water to feel the movement and direction of the tide, like he would lick a finger and lift it to the wind. He cups water to his lips, tasting its bitter saltiness. He swims out until the sea floor is far beyond the reach of his toes. He looks down watching the bounce of light on the sand below and sees a shell. He takes a deep breath, feeling his ribs expand, and then dives, opening his eyes only once he is under. The sea presses against his ears but the shell is close, perfect and whole. He kicks hard, pain pierces his skull, he reaches for the shell and grabs it, the tiny eyes of sand twirling and watching. Swimming back up he bursts to the surface. Andrea is part of two worlds, he knows. The Mediterranean Sea with its beguiling mysteries, and the dry earth with its toil and labour. 
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    ‘Every animal knows how to swim, especially if it has four legs.’


    Andrea is seven years old and his hand is on the flank of a mule, his uncle’s beloved mule, guiding her along the road towards the sea. The mule pulls an empty cart, its wheels rattle along the dirt road and bounce over small rocks trapped in the earth. Andrea’s older brother Natale is with them. The mule’s owner – Zio Nicola – walks in front of them.


    It has been a day of grape harvesting, collecting the bunches of ripe fruit in baskets, carrying these on their backs to the cart and then to the enoteca where the dark-red globules will be turned to wine. At nine years old, Natale is strong and carries fifty kilograms of grapes on his shoulders. Andrea prays to be as strong as his brother when he is older. 


    The day’s work has made them tired but the sea will soothe them. They untie the cart from the animal’s back and watch her trot onto the beach and then slow down as her hooves sink into sand. Her head pushes forward as she is eager to get to the water. At the shoreline she moves quickly again on the hard sand, tossing the water and then swaying deeper into the sea until she is swimming. Andrea and Natale grab pallets from the cart and run in to join the equine. 


    They bring the mule to the sea often as a reward for her labour. The pleasure of watching her delight in the waves is reward for them too. The spontaneity of animals is not lost to Andrea’s humanness. On their stomachs they lie on the crates and paddle further out, but not too far because Andrea wants to watch the mule as she undulates the water in haloes around her. 


    Andrea dives down and swims beneath her, observing her kicking legs. He swims up and splashes water over her neck and the top of her head. Her pelt glistens and for a moment she looks like she is coated in fish scales, a mule mermaid. Andrea loves the mule; she is a hard-working animal fit from clip-clopping up steep hills with a heavy cart. In the salty water she is free of bridles and ropes. She cools down. Zio Nicola climbs onto her back and she swims as though delivering him to the sirens of the deep. 


    ‘The sea is in her veins,’ Zio Nicola cries out as he lifts his arms and plunges head-first into the waves. 


    Andrea knows that the sea is in his veins too and that the sea is ancient, a gift to land animals, even humans. 
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    ‘Grapes are picked by hand.’


    Andrea is eight years old, his brother Natale is ten. It is October and the season to harvest grapes has again arrived, bringing with it a cool wind blowing away the rapturous heat of the sun’s rays. The island settles into a different rhythm of labour and preparation for winter. The harvest is more important than school, and Natale is relieved he doesn’t have to sit placidly in the torment of a classroom. The brothers walk to a nearby farm to begin the day’s picking. Careful not to squeeze the globes, they pick bunches and fill their baskets, their fingertips staining deep red from grape skin. The baskets filled to the top, the brothers hoist them onto their backs. Andrea is robust against the weight. They trudge uphill between two rows of vines; the soil underfoot crumbles and small clumps of sand tumble downwards like a rockfall in miniature. It is so dry it seems impossible that it could sustain such beautiful fruit. 


    Their uncle is waiting on the road with the mule and her cart. The boys lift the baskets onto the cart. Andrea pats the mule on her neck and rubs her rump and she responds with a swish of her tail. The morning’s labour, a dry mouth, the tang of sweet fruit on his skin opens Andrea’s appetite and he plucks a few grapes from their stems and eats them. His eyes closed, he lets the sea smell on the air mix with the juice and flesh and flavours of the grapes on his tongue. 


    Andrea scrambles back up the slope with an empty basket on his back. At the top of a row of vines he grabs a clod of soil and breaks the large pieces in his hand, some as hard as rocks. He wonders how the plants live in the dryness, when he himself couldn’t imagine a summer without swimming in the velvet swathes of the Mediterranean. 


    Shadows are growing longer; soon it will be the end of day and the end of picking. After all the good bunches have been picked, Andrea and Natale are allowed to go into the fields and take what is left over for themselves. For the last time this day, the brothers carry baskets of ripe grapes down the slope and load them onto the cart, the mule twitching its ears against a fly. The repetitiveness has made her restless. 


    With their uncle, they walk through the hamlets of Marsala alongside the mule’s handsome trot. Doors open, chatter emanates from open windows. One woman, then two, then more, step onto the road to stop them, knowing that they bring fruit that holds sun in its flesh. 


    A system too rural, too poor, money is never exchanged, unless for a long-held debt, one that goes back a decade or a generation. As Andrea holds bunches of ripe grapes to open hands, they are paid for with a loaf of bread, a bottle of olive oil, a haircut. 


    He pats the mule with the tenderness of a child, as even a mule lost in the vastness of life and its infinite chores hopes for kindness. It is the winding roads and alleys of this island that will make Andrea and his brother men. At the seashore, water gathers and spills in clipped waves. Andrea reads the breakers as though they are words, each line giving meaning to the story, to his childhood. The hot air ripples across the water’s rind and Andrea gives himself to the motion of the sea. It holds him in reverence as he lies on his back floating, letting the water lick his ears and whisper its secrets. 
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    ‘The sea gives salt to grapes.’


    It is after the harvest. Rain falls at night and sporadically during the day, shrinking the sun. Andrea sits alongside Zio Nicola on the passenger cart, eyes fixed on the mule’s rump as it swings from side to side in rhythm with head and legs. Her grey coat mimics the greyness of low clouds. Andrea prefers the clip-clopping of her hooves on the dirt roads to the higher-pitched sound on tar – he imagines it’s the sound that trees make when they sing. 


    They stop at one of the farms where they picked hundreds of bunches of grapes. Zio Nicola unhooks the cart and ties the rope from the mule’s neck to the gnarled trunk of an olive tree. Its bark, like silvery scales, matches the colour of the air. The silvery bark has seen many days like this, where the air is marbled grey and brown, and the wetness of the world brings the scent of imminent winter. 


    The farmer takes Zio Nicola’s hand and shakes it warmly, he is pleased to see him, Andrea can see how he smiles with all his teeth showing. The farmer looks tired, he hasn’t shaved, and the stubble, prickly like a cactus pear, makes him look like he should have grandchildren Andrea’s age. The farmer wants Zio Nicola to cut shoots from the new vines and graft them onto the older vines. ‘Un ti preoccupare, Vincé, ci pensu io – don’t worry, Vincenzo, I know what to do,’ Zio Nicola reassures him. 


    Zio Nicola has his bag of tools on his shoulder and an empty crate that belongs to the farmer, and Andrea follows him into the vineyard. The crate is stamped with the farmer’s name and Andrea is glad he can read it: Vincenzo Augustali.


    His eyes are on the man’s back, lean under his blue shirt, shoulder blades pressing against the fabric. His uncle smells of leather and tobacco and, because it is morning, wine from the evening before. At one of the young vines, Nicola bends down and roots in his bag, pulling out a pair of secateurs. ‘Ndria, assapiri d’unni tagghiari – you must know where to cut,’ he says to Andrea, who watches his uncle’s movements. 


    Zio Nicola fills the crate with the delicate stems and the two trundle to another, older, part of the vineyard. Nicola takes a single stem and, with a sharp knife, cuts into a gnarled section of vine. He slowly pushes the new vine into the old plant and binds the two with a thin leather cord. He moves along the row doing the same on other plants.


    ‘These ones, their roots are deep and firm within the earth, they know how to fetch water,’ Nicola teaches.


    It is spring. Andrea is on the cart with Zio Nicola. The mule trots merrily as she pulls them. They arrive at the farm where the previous day they dug a hole, long and wide and deep enough to bury a man in. In a crate, Nicola has bunches of vine stems that have shot roots. For this very purpose, he kept them in water through the winter. Nicola teaches Andrea a new lesson: ‘The roots need to be buried deep so that they can drink whenever they are thirsty, no matter what is happening on the surface, no matter if there’s been no rain for months.’


    It is still too cold for people to start swimming but Andrea doesn’t mind the cold – cares for it, even – as long as he can be in the sea. But it is May and he can feel it on his skin; the warmer winds coming from the sea and from the deserts of North Africa. Soon the scirocco will reach the island, signifying summer and with it the blooming of warm currents. 


    He remembers another lesson from Zio Nicola. ‘Vines close to the Mediterranean absorb the salt and give the fruit salinity.’
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    ‘In a poor country you grow up quickly; at 15 you are already a man.’


    Andrea is 15 years old. On his bicycle he pedals towards the beach, the bar where he has been serving espresso and granita to customers all afternoon recedes behind him. Air whizzes past him yet gives little respite from the August heat. The old town of Marsala with its ancient port and churches hums with people ready for the latter part of the day, the siesta slumber having refreshed them. 


    A church bell rings marking the hour at 7 p.m. and Andrea knows that he has little time before last light turns the water gold and orange, sunburnt as though it were alive. On the flat road, gaining speed he wheels past the salt mines where pyramids of salt blink like diamonds. Some are covered in terracotta tiles – scales protecting the damp harvest. To one side there are rectangular pools. In some the sea water is navy and in others it is red, having changed over the days to a higher alkalinity.


    At a concrete pier he chains his bicycle and then dives into clear aquamarine sea, swimming steadily to the island of Mozia. As he turns his head to inhale, a little salt water gets in his mouth, and then a little more until the soft insides of his cheeks feel ragged. He is used to it and knows that a drink of fresh water will soothe the saltiness.


    As he approaches land he breaststrokes, keeping his head out of water to take in the sea pines, still in the still afternoon, and the ruby flowers fully open among fleshy leaves. Alongside the flora, the sandy path he knows well winds along the periphery of the island. The path coruscates with brilliant light in the late-summer afternoon.


    When he is able to stand he does so and wades until his feet squelch upon the seaweed-slimy shore. The sun, greedy for salt and moisture, dries his skin quickly. Rubbing his hands on his hair and feeling its dampness, he steps onto the path and sits among the ruins of a Phoenician harbour. He looks out in the direction he came from. His eyes scan the rugged shoreline of Marsala, the pyramids of salt, the buildings in the distance. Here, he is so distant from his daily life. Thousands of years ago there was a Phoenician city on the island. He runs his hands over the hand-carved bricks of the ruins.
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    My dad’s memories and his stories are told to me sporadically but with so much detail that they shine vividly in my mind’s eye. My mother grew up inland, in a mountain town called Santa Ninfa, and to this day she has never learnt to swim. Yet both of them have an affinity with the sea; they are bound to it with a shimmering thread that goes back generations. 


    My earliest memory of Sicily is of water, on a piece of family land. My brother is not yet one and my mother has left him in a nappy as it is too hot for any other clothing. My father’s siblings and extended family are scattered and grouped on a concrete slab upon which a house is to be built. My cousins, who are a few years older than me and deeply tanned, run among the tall flowers and the cicadas. On this plot are two perfectly round lakes, water the colour of night sky, with depths that are unfathomable. I am mesmerised by them. I swim in the cool, brackish water of the one closest to the concrete slab so that I have sight of my mother. I kick hard as tingles go up my body at the thought of a sea monster with tentacles like an octopus sleeping in its sunless depths. It is a young child’s fantasy so real my toes brush against its slimy skin.


    The perfectly round lakes are called the gorghi tondi and somehow they connect to the sea. To me they are mythical, their depths filled with stories and creatures undiscovered. From my watery territory, I watch my cousins run to the most elevated part of the property. I watch them look out, to the blue line of the Mediterranean just below the sky.


    As an adult I discover that the gorghi tondi are lakes that formed in volcanic craters. They are such a unique geological phenomenon that the land is now a World Heritage Site. 
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    ‘Water is life. Water takes life.’


    Andrea is 16 years old swimming in Lake Lucerne. He counts four strokes to each inhalation of forest-scented air. It is summer and the inhabitants of the city have dislocated from their daily lives to spend their holiday in the mountains or at sea level where the food fare is more exotic and the days more languid. The city is quiet, imbued with a warm slowness. With his mother, father and siblings, Andrea moved to Switzerland, a country where the ravages of the war barely tore at its edges. He visits the banks of the lake that twines through the city whenever he can. 


    On a day when the small waves drift dark-blue and clear, so that Andrea can see his feet on the gravelled bottom, in the middle of the lake a man begins to struggle. Andrea swims out, kicking fast. Minutes later he reaches the man who is tired from treading water and is struggling to keep his head above the surface. Andrea puts his arm around his torso and, breathing hard with the extra weight, shouts for help.


    ‘Hilfe! Hilfe!’ his voice bounces across the water. With his free arm he waves at a tourist boat that has just left the pier. 


    The boat reaches them and two stout men pull the drowning man up onto the deck. Water gives life but also takes it. Andrea declines a lift, preferring to glide to the other side of the lake, as he had initially intended to do. A man in another boat witnesses the near drowning and rows out to meet Andrea. The man in the rowboat is a few years older than Andrea, his skin sunburnt red. Noticing Andrea’s dark features, the man greets him in Italian and soon Andrea is in the small boat chatting with the stranger. The man was his future brother-in-law.
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    ‘Our roots run deep and every vein is filled with water.’


    Andrea is in his seventies. Wearing his rubber shoes, he sits on a rock in Umdloti, South Africa. With a knife he picks a mussel and opens it, squeezes lemon juice onto the mollusc and eats it, savouring it. There are far fewer mussels on the rocks than there were a few years ago. The beach that was once pristine has fewer shells and is strewn with bits of plastic. The sea no longer bears enough fruit for the growing human population, microplastics have become a part of the marine ecosystem, the perfect balance of life on Earth is teetering on a precipice. The precious oceans that run in our human veins are being destroyed.
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    learning to freedive


    The free soul is rare, but you know it when you see it – basically because you feel good, very good, when you are near or with them. 


    – Charles Bukowski


    I’m in a beach house on the outskirts of Simon’s Town on the Cape Peninsula, so close to the Atlantic Ocean I can hear the seaspray. I am on a freediving and breath hold course led by multiple freediving champion Hanli Prinsloo and her husband Peter Marshall, a muscular six-foot-plus athlete who broke two world records for backstroke at the 2008 Olympic trials, representing the United States. The course started today, a Friday, and Hanli is explaining what happens in the body when you hold your breath. The extra oxygen that is stored in your spleen is released and this allows the body to keep going without fresh oxygen. Carbon dioxide build-up stimulates contractions. Basically, we can hold our breath for longer than we think, and with practice we can extend this. 


    When Hanli was competing, she would train underwater in a swimming pool and her coach would make her show the scuba diving signal for ‘okay’; when Hanli’s response was slow, the coach knew she had to surface. During breath hold blood and oxygen rush away from the skin to the organs, but if breath hold goes on for long it starts to affect brain function. 


    At the end of the day, as we say our goodbyes and step into the velvet night, Hanli tells us, ‘If you usually have two cups of coffee in the morning, have one.’ Caffeine elevates the heart rate, so less is better. As in many other sports, technique, diet, training, sleep and recovery all affect how well you do. The Marshalls are vegans and Hanli believes that as a freediver it is better to stick to fruits, vegetables and grains. I think they are vegan out of respect for fellow animals, not only for the sake of smoother metabolism. A week before the course Hanli suggested we not eat dairy. I have stuck to this because any practice that reduces oxygen consumption adds precious seconds to breath hold. 


    On Saturday morning I am lying on a wooden floor on a yoga mat alongside my five fellow participants. 


    Peter is leading us on a breath hold, and we need to hold for as long as we can. The sliding doors are open, letting fresh air into the room. I’ve taken a long, deep breath, filling my lungs from the bottom all the way up, and force a few more short breaths into my mouth, filling even this cavity to the brim with life-giving oxygen. It’s slightly uncomfortable as my chest and neck feel full, but I relax and listen. My heart rate slows down rapidly and it starts to pump harder. With eyes closed and my sense of smell hindered, my auditory sense heightens and time slows down. Waves crash and ripple, big ones and smaller ones, there is the song of the spray and the wind that works with the water. In my mind’s eye I can see the crests, the white foam, the slow continuous motion of the sea, each droplet merged into a mass of pounding blue. I can almost smell its saltiness. Through the open sliding doors, the wind carries the earthy fishiness of kelp and I wonder if I’m imagining it. 


    I am totally inside my body, the sounds around me keenly sharp. My chest feels expanded but still I let go of the discomfort and bring the sea inside me. Someone near me releases a puff of air, then someone else relents and begins to breathe, in and out. I don’t feel the urge to exhale so I continue. I’m in a zone and I could go on forever. 


    Quite suddenly the top of my abdomen below the ribcage starts to flutter. A rapid rhythmic twitching takes control. Peter explained this to us in his precursory talk and the only way it stops is to start breathing. It is the body’s instinctive response to breath hold, a way of forcing breathing, the most natural thing in the world, to start. It’s like nothing I’ve experienced before; the involuntary muscle contraction is almost akin to labour during childbirth but without the pain. 


    I hold for a while longer, fascinated with what is happening in my body. And then the moment arrives when I can’t any more and open my mouth, release the air that has been pent up in my lungs and take a hook breath – a short, shallow, quick breath, the way Hanli taught us. 


    I sit up and turn around to look at the rest of the group. There is still one person in breath hold – the Polish man. He looks strange not breathing, unnatural, dead but not. The rest of us look sleepy and exhausted like we’ve been up all night. Not a word is spoken, yet the room feels thick with the thrumming of our thoughts. 


    The last to let go, the Polish man exhales, and with him so does the room. We are all sitting up, looking at each other knowing that something has changed, something vital and sacred has just happened. There is bliss and curiosity, smiles. What we’ve just been through is strangely intimate. 


    The woman behind me, an avid surfer and art gallery owner, catches my gaze and says, ‘I came out of breath hold and there you were, still holding. Wow.’


    ‘Three minutes and twenty seconds,’ Peter says to me. ‘Just before three minutes you were struggling, your face was twitching. I was about to tap your foot in case you blacked out, but Hanli stopped me and let you go on. You got contractions.’


    I held my breath the second longest: the Polish man held his for six minutes. For a beginner I did well. Six minutes is the yardstick for freedivers, where you want to get to with practice and conditioning. Contractions are normal and freedivers know how many more minutes they can push themselves from when they begin. Hanli can go for three minutes more. 


    We stretch, breathe, stretch our necks and roll our shoulders – breath hold is very physical. The Polish man explains that he has done a freediving course in Poland in a swimming pool where the instructor kept their heads underwater and forced them to endure. He said that this time it felt like angels were taking him up to heaven. I nod my head at his description because what I’ve just felt is euphoria. 


    We break for lunch, prepared by a cook whom Peter and Hanli bumped into, literally, when they were in Thailand. The food is vegan – carrot sticks, cherry tomatoes, hummus, tabouleh, flatbread – because dairy encourages the build-up of mucus, which is not good for breath hold, and animal product takes long to digest and uses a lot of oxygen. In freediving, every second of breath hold and every atom of oxygen counts.


    I root inside my kitbag for my phone and type a fast message to my husband: I did it! 3 min 20! Second longest in the group. 


    Then I take a moment to indulge my pride, to smile secretly to myself, to smell the tang of salt and algae on the breeze. On a wall is a painting by Jake Aikman – a seascape of moody dark blues and tempestuous skies. I want to dive into it. Instead, I stare until I feel I am inside those colours, held by the water, safe in its wise embrace.


    It is Saturday afternoon. I am approaching a point where I am about to be unborn, at the edge of everything that I have been waiting for my whole life. Where everything is about to come together. As I pull hard to get the wetsuit up my thighs, over my hips and high enough up my torso to slither my arms into the sleeves, I am squeezing my way back into a birth canal, one that will keep me snug, safe and warm when I enter the water. Physically I feel big and small at the same time, disembodied and detached from my usual world of chores, children, clients and embodied by the anticipation of a dream about to come true. I am so close. 


    I take a deep breath and duck-dive into the cold waters of the Atlantic Ocean. I am 50 metres from the shore of Windmill Beach upside down, pulling myself down the stem of a kelp plant the colour of olive oil. I remind myself to equalise and ease the pressure from my ears. The water is murky and alive with tiny floating bits. I’m surprised at how loud it is as all around me tiny creatures crackle. The stem of the kelp is not as slippery as it looks, and feels like a firm living rope in my hands, securely anchored to the seabed way below. This is a new experience for me, one I’ve been wanting to have for ages, one I promise myself I will do again.
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