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			PROLOGUE


			Ever since I can remember, I have been blessed with the spirit of adventure. It wasn’t something I developed later in life, but rather a robust expansion of what came before, in my early childhood, growing up on an apple farm in the Western Cape of South Africa. I was the third of four siblings. I had freedom and space, and company to share them with. Life was full and outdoors was the only place to be. 


			I was extremely curious and quite wild when not in the presence of my parents, who dealt out swift discipline in the form of a wooden spoon or kweperlat, an extremely thin, flexible quince tree branch. My siblings and I, along with friends from neighbouring farms, climbed enormous trees, tore all over the place on our bikes and on horseback, and traversed the vast open vlei (wetland) in front of our house. We climbed the surrounding mountains and spent hours swimming and scooting around in our little boat on the huge farm dam. We started school at age four, and from age eight we were a bunch of kids camping on our own. By the time we were nine, we were driving. Our family were all long-legged and tall, so reaching the accelerator of the old VW Kombi was easy.


			I was sent to boarding school in Somerset West from Standard 2 (Grade 4) and loved every minute of it as I could get away with more mischief there than at home. As a weekly boarder, I spent from Friday afternoons to Monday mornings back on the farm, so enjoyed the best of both worlds. I was a happy child, already showing signs of the great positivity that would serve me well throughout my life. I soon earned the nickname ‘Cheshire Cat’, as I was one big walking grin.


			As I grew older, I was forever searching for new challenges – travelling, skydiving and sailing, among others. When I discovered freediving at the age of 29, I’d finally found my light. But being one of only a handful of female freedivers and spearfishers worldwide at that time, I had to fight my way up the ranks among tough men. I had to earn their respect, and the right to coveted spots on boats and recognition as a serious diver and peer. Little did I know at that time the extent to which boats would impact my life.


			It was my favourite boat, Akkedis, that almost killed me on a diving trip in Mozambique. Its hull pinned me down on my neck underwater in a freak accident, leaving me with seemingly no hope of escape. Strangely, it was a moment of eerie calm reflection as opposed to the frantic panic one would expect. Almost an acceptance that a life of perilous high-octane adventures could at any time come to a calamitous end.


			I survived this, as I did so many other menacing threats and personal challenges, to live freely and achieve extraordinary milestones. As a friend once remarked, ‘It is better to fly like an eagle for a day than to scurry around like a rat for a lifetime’. I couldn’t agree more.


			I have had incredible underwater encounters, been lucky enough to see more amazing fish than most divers ever will and bagged some huge monsters during my action-packed life. I have written my diving memoirs in the form of short stories, telling each one exactly as it happened, highlighting the thrill and immense beauty of life in the ocean, and the critical importance of fishing and foraging in a sustainable manner. 


			My hope is that sharing the magnificence of the underwater world with others through this memoir will inspire people, especially women, to follow their dreams, overcome the fears that keep them from facing challenges head on, and discover their passions. Sadly, until the year 2000, no record spearfishing catches by women were ever listed or officially recognised due to there being virtually no women in the sport. Had records been kept for us in those early days, some of our trophy catches would still have stood today as challenging benchmarks for others. 


			This is my story. 


			CHAPTER ONE


			1967
My first big catch


			I was four years old and floating around in five-metre-deep water in Worcester’s swimming pool, about an hour’s drive from the farm. We were nine kids from three families and, every week, one or two of our mothers would take us to swimming lessons with Mr. Rumble. I loved being in the water as it allowed me to escape the encumbrances of my funny legs for a while. 


			Born with a form of hip dysplasia, I only began walking at age three and wobbled around unsteadily long after I should have been running and jumping. In the pool I could not fall. I was cocooned and safe from the threat of bloody knees and the indignity of toppling over every obstacle. After our lessons, we all lay around on the warm cement, eating Star sweets from the pool’s tuck-shop, which stained our tongues pink.


			 But if the pool wasn’t enough, our mothers took us to the big farm dam most days in summer. We had to swim the quarter of a mile to and from the pipeline that brought water down from the mountain before we were allowed to play, thus learning to swim strongly at a very young age. Later, when we got horses, we swam with them, lying prone on their submerged backs and hanging on to their floating manes. 


			My dad bought a fibreglass dingy with a one-and-a-half horsepower engine, and we spent many hours fishing for bass, which we gave to the farm labourers who were down from the Transkei for the apple-picking season. We didn’t like the muddy taste of these fish, but they seemed to love them.


			When I was ten, we went on a family holiday to Angola to visit my uncle Richard and his family. He worked for IBM in Luanda and was a very keen angler, like my dad. I remember long days sitting on the foreshore, eating greasy eggs and chips, drinking green cool drinks in beach cafés and watching the double sun go down every night. This was an amazing mirage that created an image of a bright red orb well above the actual sun, and as the real one disappeared over the horizon, so did its mirror disappear in mid-air.


			 	We spent many days fishing off my uncle’s boat in the Cuanza River, which was surrounded by dense forest through which uniformed men wielding AK47 assault rifles appeared every now and then. Angola was in the middle of a civil war and it was scary to see soldiers everywhere, but my uncle assured us that we would be fine if we minded our own business. We did have one nerve-wracking encounter when a drunk, gun-slinging soldier accosted us on a deserted road. My quick-thinking dad gave him a pack of cigarettes, and he happily melted into the bush again. 


			Cruising along the river one day, a giant 90-kilogram tarpon fish leapt right out of the water next to our boat, splashing down and disappearing into the murky depths. These are known to be one of the most sought-after gamefish in the world, as pound for pound they are probably the strongest fighters and a real challenge to catch. We didn’t catch any, but I hooked something else, which gave my thin 10-year-old arms a good go. My reel screamed as the fish took off, pulling out a huge length of line. I followed the instructions yelled at me from all directions and fought a hard fight, despite the fact that the fish was super strong and I could have been pulled overboard at any time. No one was allowed to touch me; this fish was mine and mine alone. I ended up bringing in a nine-kilogram cob, which fed us all a good dinner. My first big fish! I was thrilled to bits and proudly posed for many photos, holding it tightly around its neck. 


			I remember big red and green birds on the edges of the forests. I thought they were parrots at the time. As an avid birder years later, I realised that they must have been red-crested turacos, as parrots of that description don’t exist in Angola. There were masses of monkeys too, all different kinds. In the cities, some people harnessed them and made them dance around on street corners to music played on a shiny box with a crank-handle. There was always a rusty tin nearby for donations.


			My elder brother Doug couldn’t accompany us on that trip due to being at a three-term school in Grahamstown that had different holidays. He went a few years later and did indeed catch one of those elusive tarpon.


			CHAPTER TWO


			1964 – 1974 
Childhood challenges


			In 1964 I was seven years old and lying in a hospital bed at the Volks children’s hospital in Cape Town. I had just had the first of a series of operations to correct my semi-dislocated hips. This is a fairly common congenital disease found mostly in infant girls. Nowadays, it is easily corrected by splinting legs apart in a triangle for a good few months, slowly forcing the ball of the femur back snugly into its socket. In those days, procedures were more rudimentary. They cut right through the femur just below the hip, twisted the leg around, and joined the bones again with plates and screws.


			My problem had been diagnosed at an early age by a good friend of my parents who was a highly respected orthopaedic surgeon. He advised there was only a 50 percent chance of the operation being successful, but the alternative was life in a wheelchair after the age of 14. A tough decision, but one my parents made boldly, and I’m forever indebted to them for that. We had to wait until I turned seven and my bones had developed more.


			


			I spent the best part of my seventh year in and out of hospital, encased in plaster from my neck down to one foot at a time, condemned to lying flat on my back for six weeks on each occasion. Plaster sweats stained my hospital sheets yellow, which resulted in the large, scary dragon of a matron accusing me every morning of wetting my bed. As an impressionable young farm kid, I found this devastating and quickly learned that life could be cruel and not always as rosy or as much fun as it had been until then. 


			Once home, my parents adapted a pool lounger by laying it flat and adding wheels. This was my transport. All the seats were removed from the old VW Kombi so that they could cart me around with my lounger. Various neighbours on the farm gave me my lessons as I had missed an entire year of school. 


			Each leg operation was followed by a stint in a wheelchair once the plaster came off. This was followed by weeks on crutches, during which time I managed to fall and break an arm on both occasions. Nevertheless, I had fun. To my delight, friends and family rallied around, bringing presents, mostly books to read, and adorning my plaster cast with drawings and good wishes. I read a lot during the year, mainly about adventure – Susanna and the Mounties, Huckleberry Finn, the Famous Five, the Secret Seven – all of which contributed to my dreams of escapades and exploration. Having been born the eternal optimist, I had no doubt that all would end well and I would run and jump about like everyone else. And I was right.


			I returned to school in the new year and was put straight up to the next grade, so I was back in class with my friends. I had to relearn all my ballet positions, as my feet now faced in different directions. For many months, every single break time when all the other kids were let out of the classroom to play, I was forced, under the watchful eye of my teacher at the behest of my mother, to walk up and down the floorboards, pulling my duck feet straight in between the lines at every step. This was a difficult time for a boisterous eight-year-old, but I am sure it contributed to my determination to grab every opportunity going forward: to enjoy the outdoors and access a freedom I thought at one time that I would never have.


			To this day, I compare my footprints on the beach with others, and I have the straightest ones by far. I enjoy walking with the sea on my left as my longer left leg compensates for the natural slope on every beach. My right leg ended up being two centimetres shorter, as the operations were done six months apart during the critical bone growth period. I have long scars extending from each hip halfway down to the knee – old fashioned ones with a fat middle line and big dots on either side. They look like giant zips and were the basis of my regaling gullible friends with fictional stories of shark attacks and the like.


			As I grew older, progressing from bicycles to horses, I spent many days riding around the enormous farm we lived on. The vast vlei in front of our house was a wild place, full of beautiful proteas and other fynbos, but also plenty of snakes, baboons and the odd leopard. My love of nature developed with every passing year, and I could not wait to be done with school and have the freedom to explore the big wild world.


			One Friday, my folks picked up my sister Gaelle and me from boarding school in Stellenbosch, after fetching my brothers Doug and Duncan in Cape Town, telling us they had a big surprise in store. We drove down to Cape Agulhas, the town on the southernmost tip of Africa, and spent a glorious weekend in our new ‘surprise’ holiday house right on the beach. We were thrilled to bits, picked our shared bedrooms, one for the boys and one for us girls, and raced outside to explore.


			Many happy weekends and holidays were spent there, fishing for klipvis in the rock pools in front of the house and luring octopi out of small caves with white hankies tied onto sticks. We had an old long-wheel-base Land Rover with an open loading-bin, which remained at the sea, and my parents drove miles up and down the beaches with us kids standing on the back, looking for perfect fishing spots to catch galjoen and white steenbras. We spent the days swimming, leaping around on rocks, foraging for shells, or dipping our baited handlines into gullies.


			My mother dragged us down to the swimming hole in front of the house every morning before breakfast – come rain or shine. This was a small rocky bay just down to the left of the house. One time I saw a live paper nautilus floating right past me, green and purple tentacles with big suckers waving out of a fragile white shell. 


			As we got older, we progressed to fishing with rods. My younger brother Duncan took up surfing, which he tried to teach me, but my arms weren’t strong enough to lift myself straight onto my feet from a prone position on the board. I gave up trying and stuck to swimming and bodysurfing instead.


			At school, I excelled at swimming and always found myself in the A-team. I disliked running, probably due to my leg operations, so didn’t enjoy land sports. I always came stone last in races on compulsory sports days, even though I had longer legs than any of my peers. My love of water and fascination with fishing at that early age set me up for my future passions, namely spearfishing and underwater hockey.


			CHAPTER THREE


			1975 – 1979 
Higher education


			I finished school in 1974 and was accepted into the University of Cape Town’s science faculty to study for a degree majoring in botany and zoology. This, I decided, was a career choice that would set me on the road to an adventurous life. 


			I spent many lecture days swanning around on Clifton beach and then diligently catching up on notes from classmates. My three undergraduate years were great; mixing with people who loved the outdoors, bushwhacking, fishing and hiking. I grabbed every opportunity to tag along on weekends, camping in the mountains and all along the coastline of the Western Cape. Life was a glorious mix of outdoor fun, just enough hard studying to get me through exams, and many a night pub-crawling around the Cape Peninsula from Sea Point to Simon’s Town. 


			Having escaped the watchful eyes of parents and boarding school monitors, I was free to capitalise on my rebellious nature. Starting off in a university hostel with lots of rules and curfews, I soon graduated to an apartment with two friends and later moved into a lovely old rent-controlled Victorian villa just below the university, for which my parents paid R45 per month. I strolled up the hill to campus on the days I decided to grace the class with my presence.


			Botany class camps were held at the remote departmental hut high up in the Bainskloof mountains. Days were spent marking out quadrants, counting plant species and learning about the local fynbos. Zoology camps were held either at the same mountain hut, stuffing field mice with borax and cotton wool to preserve them, or at an old navy hostel on the beach in Langebaan on the West Coast. Here, we took only onions, potatoes and rice for the week and relied on the sea to provide our proteins and greens. We gathered octopus, crayfish, white and black mussels, and periwinkles. We also harvested edible seaweed to add to stews and learned to cook potatoes in the cut-off stems of giant kelp bladders.


			I graduated after three years at age 19 going on 20 and decided to stay on at university, working as a research assistant in various departments, helping Master’s and PhD students with their field and laboratory work. Student life was brilliant, and I was determined to make the most of it while I could.


			CHAPTER FOUR


			1980 – 1981 
Adventures abroad


			For my 21st birthday, my parents gave me a return air ticket to London as a gift. It was not unexpected as my older sister had received a similar gift a few years earlier. I had saved a bit of money from my research assistant work and from waitressing and bartending in the evenings. Off I went with a huge backpack and the address of an old childhood friend in my pocket, planning to find a job as soon as possible. I soon extended the ticket and so began a two-year-long work and travel experience all over Europe, the Middle East, the US and Canada.


			Adventures followed in spades as I hitchhiked my way around Europe, sometimes with friends who popped over to join me for a while, but often alone. In between travelling, I worked at British Rail and Granada TV in London without a work permit, having found an employment agency that specialised in placing South Africans without permits. My dad had insisted on me doing a secretarial course while I was at university. I’d hated the idea and hadn’t enjoyed it, but it stood me in good stead in the typing pools of London. 


			


			I budgeted carefully to ensure sufficient funds for travelling and shared an old triple-storey house in Earl’s Court with 25 Australians. We frequented local pubs, played evening soccer matches on muddy fields and travelled around the UK on weekends. We regularly stowed away on ferries over the channel to France, thus saving money for sightseeing in Europe. This was accomplished by hiding in big trucks that weren’t checked when they trundled on board. Once on, we climbed out and wandered around as though we belonged.


			Soon, I headed up to the Outer Hebrides in Scotland to follow in the footsteps of my elder sister Gaelle. Three years earlier she had managed to land a plum job running a tearoom attached to Duart Castle, a medieval 17th century castle on the Isle of Mull. Once they heard I was in London, her employers, the Scottish landowners Lord and Lady Maclean, insisted I come and work for them for the three-month summer season. Travelling with an old school friend at the time, the two of us jumped at the chance. The magnificent ancestral home was set on endless emerald moors with imposing mountains as a backdrop. It balanced precariously on the edge of a high cliff on two sides, overlooking the blue waters of the Sound of Mull. The other two sides had 25-foot-thick stone walls that kept out the marauding rival clans of old.


			Once there, we were housed in beautiful old stone bedrooms with views of the sound. We got up very early each morning to bake up a storm for the 400 tourists who came for daily castle tours conducted by the English guide, Anna. In the evenings, we polished the ancient brass and silverware so that it was spotlessly shiny for the following day.


			In between work was fun time. We had been given a little car to share and on my days off I went exploring, kayaking and hiking with a bunch of army guys stationed on the island. We swam in the ocean with otters most days as Scotland was experiencing the worst heatwave in centuries. I travelled around a bit, to Lindisfarne Castle and other wonderful places. Some of my ancestors hailed from Scotland, so I felt at home, even though my six-foot height dwarfed most Scotsmen.


			When the tourism season ended, we were invited to stay in the attic of St James’s Palace, the London residence of Lord and Lady Maclean. We had the keys to the house and could use the front door, which was flanked 24/7 by royal guards wearing tall, fluffy hats in their sentry boxes. Oh, how we tried to make them laugh! But poker faces are part of their repertoire. We dressed in black with little white aprons to serve dinner parties hosting royalty. Lord Maclean had his office in Buckingham Palace, and he took me in to have a look. He wrote me a reference letter on the palace letterhead, stating my baking and managing prowess.


			My next adventure was skiing in Austria with Little Jean (me being Big Jean), the friend I had worked with in Scotland. I took to this like the proverbial duck to water, tearing down the black slopes after one week and winning slalom races after two. I attributed this to my years of horse-riding, having overcome the fears of falling off my wild Arab pony. Little Jean hardly progressed from the beginner’s slopes. 


			We had booked a small lodge in the Tirol mountains by randomly opening a skiing brochure at a travel agent in London and choosing the first one we saw. Unbeknownst to me, a childhood friend from the farm days happened to be working at that resort as an instructor. We could now afford to change our two-week trip to three, as he provided free ski-lift passes and instruction for the duration of our stay. We spent evenings with him and his friends, recklessly tearing down powder-snow slopes on toboggans and downing schnapps at various lodges. Little Jean then went back to Cape Town, and I returned to London.


			Another childhood friend, Shelagh, came over from South Africa to join me for a while and we flew over to the US where her uncle was based. We hitchhiked across America from coast to coast, as well as across Canada. We got our first lift on Ventura Highway and from then on jumped from truck to truck, rarely having to stand and hitch rides on the road again. These guys all knew each other and arranged the next leg of our journey on their ever-present CB radios. This was a huge adventure, and we got to appreciate blaring country-and-western music. The people were wonderful and there were many husband-and-wife teams permanently plying their trade across the land, living in their stylishly fitted cabs. *Note to self; if I do this again, I will get my heavy-duty driving license first, as these people hardly ever stop and would appreciate a bit of driving help. 


			We persuaded one truck driver to wait for us in Las Vegas for an hour so that we could gamble a few dollars at one of the famous casinos. We missed out on the Grand Canyon as another driver refused to detour off the road. We spent time in New York, Los Angeles and San Francisco and visited Hollywood, staying with an old school friend in Beverly Hills, whom we miraculously found working at the South African embassy in LA. We’d had to apply for new passports as we had left ours on one of the trucks, so she kindly took us into her home for a week while she rushed through the processing of our paperwork.


			On one memorable occasion we hitched a lift with a hotelier named Rufus in his custom-built Cadillac that had his name emblazoned on the side. He detoured into a forest to check on one of his hotels and told us to wait in the car. Hauling a rock of cocaine out of the cubby, he proceeded to shave off powder onto a 100-dollar note with a big knife. He presented this to us with another rolled up 100-dollar note to sniff it up, before disappearing into the hotel. 


			We tipped his kind offering out of the window and decided we couldn’t make a run for it as we were in the middle of nowhere – and there was a big knife involved. We stuck with him, constantly fending off his roaming hands and, once on the highway, when he stopped for fuel, we leapt out and ran to a nearby truck, banging on the door to wake up the driver. Recognising our urgency, he let us in, and we headed off down the road safe and sound, leaving Rufus gesticulating wildly in our dust.


			Shelagh eventually headed back home and I met a French guy at Niagara Falls in Canada who insisted we cross the border to America to celebrate St Patrick’s evening. According to him, the Americans did it better. I didn’t have a multiple entry visa, so I climbed into the boot of his car, wrapped up in a sleeping bag for the cold, and he smuggled me across the snowy border to a festive pub on the other side, where we drank green beer and sang our hearts out.


			Back in Europe, I worked in Berchtesgaden in Bavaria for three months as a waitress at a US armed forces hotel. I kayaked down snowy rivers with the army guys, travelled to see Bob Dylan in Munich and raced around seeing and doing as much as possible. I burrowed through hedges and joined onto the back of walking tours in the great Schloss gardens to avoid entry fees. Most weekends I borrowed an Irish girl’s passport and cycled across the border to Austria to stay with friends of my parents near the Untersberg, where the Sound of Music was filmed. Once again, I didn’t have a multiple entry visa, but this fellow hotel worker looked a bit like me, with green eyes and brown hair, so I got away with it every time. 


			I was at the Munich Oktoberfest when the far-right terrorist bomb attack occurred on 26 September 1980, killing 13 people and injuring more than 200. Friends and I were finishing off beers when the bombs went off, turning a chilled outing into mayhem, with ambulances racing around everywhere. My parents panicked, aware that I was somewhere in Germany, but could not determine if I was safe. All phone lines into and out of the country were blocked by the flood of enquiring relatives, so they eventually asked my uncle in Paris to try to get a list of casualties, which he did. I was safe!


			I visited my cousins in Paris. My uncle who’d previously lived in Angola had relocated there with my French Mauritian aunt and their South African-born kids. He had a yacht on the Seine, which provided great fun. They took me up the Eiffel Tower, to many cathedrals, and all the other touristy places. I loved the art galleries and museums and made a habit of visiting as many as I could in every country I visited.


			Shelagh and I hooked up again, and we stowed away on a ferry from Denmark to Sweden en route to visit some of my family in Norway, whom I had never met. We forgot to arrange transit visas to pass through Sweden and a guard threatened to throw us off the train in the middle of the night. I reasoned with him, pointing out that then we really would be in Sweden as opposed to just passing through, so he let it go.


			I was amazed at Norwegian culture. We were dispatched by my elderly relatives to a youngsters’ New Years Eve party and all they had to drink was orange juice, which was quite a shock to us. Being mid-winter, the sun never rose, and we experienced two hours of twilight at midday before being plunged into darkness again. Everyone walked around with big round reflectors tied to their coats. We got by with makeshift sign-language with the relatives, as they didn’t speak English and we certainly didn’t speak Norwegian. We saw the northern lights, hitchhiked around in huge snowstorms and ate heaps of fish.


			Heading back south, we made sure we had all the correct paperwork for the Swedish crossing this time. We persuaded a truck driver to hide us in his truck to get onto the ferry to Denmark and then made our way down to central Europe to continue our adventures. I bummed lifts through Italy to Greece five times in all. 


			


			In Greece, I slept in big hostels on the open roofs of tall buildings with bunk beds crammed side by side. Sometimes, I slept on beaches or under trucks when it rained. I was self-sufficient with my huge backpack, so I just slept wherever I got to that day. I bought cheap day-old fruit at markets and lived on that, bread and cheese, and Retsina wine. When I ran out of money, I sold my blood while waiting to land another job. I worked on Santorini Island in a café with Shelagh on one of her trips and, when another friend, Cathy, came over from South Africa to join us for a short while, we forged ferry tickets from one passenger to three so that we could visit as many islands as possible on our shoestring budget. These were crazy days, but needs must and travelling and sightseeing were our main objectives.


			On one occasion, the three of us hitched a lift in a big truck in Italy. The driver parked at a truck stop in the evening and found extra mattresses somewhere so that we could bed down in his vehicle for the night, while he leaped into his little ‘ugly duckling’ Citroen and beetled off home to his wife. He planned to return in the morning to drive us further down the coast. 


			Twenty minutes later he was back, having been sent by his wife to take us to their home. We all piled into his tiny car with backpacks poking out windows and sunroof and drove off. They seemed poor, lived in a tiny abode and spoke no English. Shelagh managed to vaguely communicate with her limited Italian. We were fed fried sardines and salad and drank wine from an old bottle laced with cobwebs and powdered with dust. They insisted the three of us sleep in their double bed and they disappeared to who knows where for the night. This was the kind of hospitality we encountered all over southern Europe. What lovely people. 


			The next morning, we were back in his truck and headed south. But our free-spirited approach to travelling through Italy was not always met with such generosity.


			


			One evening in Rome, extremely hot and flustered after walking miles with our huge backpacks, we came across the Trevi Fountain. There were few people around and the sun was setting, streaking the sky red and casting a rosy glow over the magnificent marble statues. It was utterly breathtaking. We threw off our packs and shoes and leaped into the water to cool off. Lounging around blissfully, we discussed the day as the sky slowly darkened. 


			Suddenly there was a commotion and light, lots of it, coming from all directions. Headlights and shouting and police running around closing all exits to prevent our escape. We had no thoughts of escape, of course, and were quite amazed as we were hauled out of the water and marched off, dripping wet, to the Polizio di Stato. We were interrogated for a couple of hours. No one spoke English and we didn’t speak or understand much Italian so, although we pleaded guilty to swimming but not guilty to having intentions of stealing the money thrown in every day, it all fell on deaf ears. Eventually, they tired of us and relented. We retrieved our backpacks and walked away. Another lesson learnt.


			In 1981, Cathy, Shelagh and I shared another very memorable encounter, in Crete. We were still in our early twenties. We sat in a circle on the sand, if three can make a circle, with enormous rucksacks as backrests, a bottle of cheap Greek wine, and a small transistor radio wailing out tinny tunes. 


			The island of Crete was closed for the winter. All tourist accommodation was shut. Cafés were boarded up and streets were deserted. An icy wind cut through our inadequate clothing as waves gurgled and whooshed with increasing intensity down on the shoreline. The fire, which we’d built from driftwood and pages torn out of our diaries, afforded a smidgen of comfort as the sky darkened and a few stars leered down between gathering clouds.


			Having backpacked through Europe for the best part of a year, we’d decided that the warmest spots to head to for winter had to be as far south as we could go. Hence a ferry ride to Crete followed by a couple of hitchhiked lifts in the hope of finding cheap accommodation.


			‘This sucks.’ Cathy took a glug out of the bottle and passed it on, lamenting our predicament. ‘We could have stayed at the backpackers in Austria and been warm and cosy right now.’ 


			‘Cheer up,’ I said, ever the optimistic one in the group. ‘At least we’ve got plenty of driftwood to feed the fire, a bit to eat, and sleeping bags, for what they are worth. We can try zipping them together and all climb in to share our body heat. Tomorrow, we’ll try to find somewhere good. There’s not a soul about, so it does seem safe here.’ I glanced around at the steep cliffs enclosing our empty beach. On the ferry over we had read about a young Australian backpacker who disappeared recently without a trace from nearby Santorini Island.


			We were farm girls from South Africa, aware of dangers lurking in unsuspected places, yet caught once again in a situation out of our control. Earlier in the same year we had fled an erupting Mt Etna in Italy, and had also suffered that incident where we were caught on a train in Sweden without visas. We had failed in each case to research our destination’s tourist guidelines and, in this case, Crete’s propensity for hibernating through the cold season. The first ferry out was only in a few days’ time. We were cold and miserable; bemoaning the things we did not learn.


			‘Look.’ Shelagh was pointing at a tiny light on the edge of a high ridge. Her voice was urgent, and her creased frown glowed in the dancing firelight. ‘Someone is watching us. They must have seen the fire.’ It was pitch dark by now, the clouds having swallowed the stars. The light started moving down at a shallow angle, slow and menacing, as if to purposefully build our angst. A switchback changed its course, followed by another on what was clearly a zigzag path.


			


			‘Let’s abandon the fire, grab our stuff and hide,’ said Cathy, slowly rising, her thick blonde hair tumbling out of her hood and covering the concerned expression we could hear in her voice. ‘There were big rocks further down the beach. I’ve got my penlight torch which will be hidden from him if we all move together.’ By now we were imagining axe murderers or the equivalent, and all we had in defence were driftwood logs and a bottle.


			‘What about our footprints? Sand’s not exactly the most forgiving medium when trying to flee an assassin. And our fire glows like a beacon.’ I grabbed her hand. ‘Let’s sit it out. It’s three against one, hopefully, and we have burning logs we can hurl if necessary.’ 


			Shelagh shrank into her hoodie, hunching her shoulders to render her tiny frame as invisible as possible. Cathy also slumped back down, crossing herself and muttering Hail Marys, as if in defeat of an inevitable catastrophe. Being the tallest and likely the most threatening, I would surely be the first target, and my stomach knotted as I suppressed the urge to flee.


			 And still the light came.


			It was at the bottom of the cliff now and creeping menacingly forward. 


			‘If something bad happens, I am so sorry for making you stay when you could have hidden,’ I whispered to Cathy. A yoke of premature guilt had settled on me. Cathy said nothing, lost in thought while Shelagh merely whimpered and visibly folded herself into the sand. 


			‘Hallo.’ A deep voice shattered our silent tableau. A heavily moustached face floated into the firelight, eyes darting around, taking in the scene of abject misery. Squaring broad shoulders and stretching up to a maximum height of around 1.9 metres, the stranger took on a solemn air of authority. 


			


			‘You will come,’ he boomed. Presumably, we looked non-native, and broken English was most likely his second language. With that, he waited. 


			My thoughts whirled uncontrollably, imagining the missing tourist lying in a shallow grave atop the cliff. This could be the murderous abductor luring us in. I stole glances at the others whilst keeping my attention on our captor. Shelagh had straightened up and had begun gathering her things, and Cathy stared at me as if seeking permission to follow suit. I nodded resignedly, being cold and miserable, and we all trooped off in silence


			The track was rocky and steep. Cathy, who was bringing up the rear, shone her small torch, but it was barely enough light to see by. Our captor kept turning and flicking his light over us to make sure we were all in tow. A flash lit the sky, giving us a momentary view of his massively wide back and muscled arms as he stoically plodded along. He looked way stronger than the three of us together. A low rumble of thunder signalled the start of rain which soon turned the path into a quagmire as we stumbled higher and higher for what seemed an eternity. 


			At one stage, Shelagh fell, her foot gliding off a slippery rock. She crashed into the side of the cliff and crumpled onto the muddy track, narrowly avoiding tumbling off the edge into the black void. A meaty hand reached back and hauled her up without a word, and on we went. 


			Finally topping the ridge, we staggered, exhausted and bedraggled, along a flat paved path that meandered through ghostly olive trees. The silence, as the sea receded, was immense, with the only sound being the odd grunt from our giant of a leader and our flagging footsteps. Weighed down by our huge packs, we trudged wearily on towards a dim light that glowed in the distance, beckoning us to an unknown fate.


			Shivering from cold and fear of what lay ahead, we turned off the main path and skirted what seemed like an immense building, which loomed up and disappeared into the gloom. The light we had seen was spilling out around the drawn curtains of a smaller building, shining up a winter-worn, manicured garden. A door burst open, thrusting us into the spotlight and framing a round, apple-cheeked woman in an apron, bearing a large wooden spoon. She peered at us curiously, shrieked with delight and opened her arms wide in welcome.


			Maria had seen our smoke and sent her reluctant husband to investigate. They were caretakers of the adjacent, hibernating, five-star hotel, set back from the edge of the cliff and invisible from below. They opened it up and settled us each into our own fancy ensuite bedroom. Not having heard of the ill-fated Australian, they presumably fetched us from the beach for company. 


			Their excitement at having guests was palpable and we were treated like queens for four days. Our gigantic Georgio, having thawed out, regaled us with faltering tales of film star summer guests, including many beautiful ladies who lounged, scantily clad, around the multiple pools. Roly-poly Maria, having decided we were totally undernourished, cooked and baked, while we lounged, listened and ate. Another example of the wonderful hospitality we encountered throughout Southern Europe.


			Later that year, I spent three months in Israel with Shelagh. We did volunteer work on a kibbutz called Ashdot Ya’akov Meuhad, just south of the Sea of Galilee. We had heaps of fun and met a bunch of good and interesting people. We were introduced to delicious foods, including falafels dripping with sauce, which we bought on street corners. I had never seen such huge shiny tomatoes and bell peppers and marvelled at the fact that these were produced in an arid desert.


			We also learned a lot about Jewish tradition and thoroughly enjoyed the culture. Starting off on kitchen duty, we spent our days preparing food for masses of people and washing piles of dishes. I later graduated to the weapons factory, where I was placed on a production line manufacturing bomb casings. I envied those who drove tractors around in the fields, fixing irrigation pipes and gathering food. It was over 50 degrees Celsius most days and we worked from 4am until 10am so that we could rest in the heat of the day.


			After a couple of months, Shelagh and I took a week’s holiday and hitched down the coast to the Red Sea. This was where I discovered the thrill of snorkelling, which firmly set the course for the rest of my life.
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