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DEAN’S BLUE HOLE LONG ISLAND, BAHAMAS NOVEMBER 17, 2013


The warm Atlantic sloshed in Nicholas Mevoli’s ears as he floated into the competition zone at Dean’s Blue Hole. He looked calm, but appearances can be deceiving. When Vertical Blue kicked off he had ambitions for a bronze medal and two more American records. Yet after a year of intense preparation and winning an overall gold in another competition only weeks earlier, plus silver at the world championship a month before that, he’d proceeded to flub every single dive that week. This was the Wimbledon of freediving. Aside from worlds, it was the only competition that mattered to him, and most others in the sport, and Nick was out of juice. Every muscle in his body hurt. Even his lungs hurt, but he wasn’t about to give up. It was game day, and he was preparing to descend to 72 meters, or 240 feet, and back on a single breath.


“Six minutes!” announced Sam Trubridge, a theater director from Auckland, New Zealand, and the older brother of William Trubridge, the greatest freediver of them all. Standing on the platform, Sam loomed over Nick, who lay on his back, clipped to the competition line. His eyes stayed mostly closed, but when he opened them they flashed with focus and determination.


The competition zone was delineated by a set of white PVC pipes that formed a 6-meter square within the dark blue of the hole. Inside were a photographer, a videographer, and three judges, including lead judge Grant Graves, one of the longest-tenured professionals in the sport. Also within the zone were five safety divers clad in long bi-fins, led by Nick’s friend, Ren Chapman, a former college baseball star from Wilmington, North Carolina. It was the safety divers’ job to meet the athletes once they reached a depth of 30 meters while ascending from their dive. That’s where pressure underwater shifts, and where lactic acid buildup and hypoxia (lack of oxygen) can begin to cause problems.


Clinging to the floating boundaries were a handful of fans and several of Nick’s rivals. Folks like Mike Board, forty-four, the UK record holder and a former Royal Marine. Half-Chinese, half-English, six feet tall and all muscle, Mike patrolled the infamous Baghdad Airport Road as a private military contractor during the Iraq War, and earned good money dodging suicide attacks and ferrying high-dollar clients to the safety of the Green Zone. Afterward, he used his earnings to build a flourishing freedive center in Indonesia’s Gili Islands, which enabled him to train year round. In terms of global standing within the sport, Mike and Nick were among the elite national record holders, and both hoped to be contending for world records soon. Also in the water was Junko Kitahama, another national record holder from Japan. She watched him carefully. Their conversation on the beach had thrown her and she was worried.


“Five minutes!”


So were his friends and family. They were aware that Nick was hurting, and they also knew that when others took breaks, he doubled down on training. While many kept a less ambitious competition schedule, Nick Mevoli took every opportunity to dive. That’s what made him the best American freediver in less than two years of competition. But mulling past victories wasn’t going to help him now. Frustrated, he clenched his eyes tight to silence his brainspeak, to switch off and calm down. He took a cleansing breath and leaned back, submerging his face, stimulating the nerves around his eyes, and sparking the mammalian dive reflex, a physiological response that, if developed, helped an average man become Aquaman, capable of freediving to unheard of depths for minutes at a time, without feeling any anxiety or the slightest urge to breathe.


“Four minutes!”


He inhaled long and slow and exhaled twice as slow, twice as calm. Each time purging his system of negativity and carbon dioxide, the buildup of which spurs that urge to breathe and can turn a relaxed, peaceful adventure into excruciating toil. If a stray bolt of fear bloomed in his mind, he’d slow his breath down even more. That was the only way to lower his heart rate, and keep his demons at bay.


“Three minutes!”


He knew them well, his demons. They’d trailed him his entire life. They fueled him. His broken home, his feelings of inadequacy, his frustration with a society attuned to greed and waste, were what drove him into the water in the first place. They also blessed him with uncommon generosity. On land, Nick wasn’t the fierce competitor he was on the line, and beneath all of that anxiety, pain and loss, brainchatter and seawater sloshing in his ears, he knew something else, too: he had one more dive left in him, and he was going to tear that Velcro tag from the bottom plate, come up clean, and claim his record.


“Two minutes!”


He visualized the dive. Something his friend, William Trubridge, a fifteen-time world record holder and owner of Vertical Blue, taught him when they’d roomed together during the Caribbean Cup in Honduras the previous May, where Nick made the dive of his life and became the first American to swim to 100 meters on a single breath. He used a monofin that day. On Sunday, November 17, he would dive without fins, which ratcheted up the difficulty several degrees. Will stood on the beach, barefoot as usual, watching Nick breathe up. Typically he stayed away from the hole when he wasn’t diving, but he didn’t miss Nick’s dives. Nobody in the history of the sport had gotten to 100 meters so fast, and Will knew he was witnessing someone special, someone capable of breaking world records one day and going deeper than any human had before.


“One minute!”


As the clock ticked below thirty seconds, Nick’s breathing pattern changed and he began sipping the air, attempting to fill his lungs to the limit—from the depth of his diaphragm to those little-used air pockets between and behind the shoulder blades—and in so doing, pack as much oxygen into his system as possible. He would need it. If all went according to plan, he wouldn’t breathe again for nearly three minutes.


DEAN’S BLUE HOLE bloomed onto the freediving scene in 2005 when Will began living and training there. At the time he was not yet a champion, but an aspirant frustrated by the lack of accessibility to deep water and good conditions on a consistent basis. He found both on Long Island, Bahamas, and within a few short years, he became one of the best, if not the best freediver on earth. Freedivers soon flocked to train alongside him, and those that were instructors brought students. That’s how Nick found it in 2012, when he was about to come out of nowhere to break his first American record.


Eighty-one miles long but less than four miles across at its widest point, Long Island is splayed like a twisted egg noodle between the frothing blue Atlantic Ocean and the placid, turquoise Caribbean Sea. Etched from limestone by wind, surf, and rain, its stubby hills and plains are blanketed in thick, tropical scrub rustling with wild boar and feral cats, stitched with mangroves, and blessed with a series of exquisite, virgin beaches.


On his maiden voyage in 1492, Christopher Columbus navigated the northern tip of Long Island (he named it Fernandina), anchoring on the Caribbean side of what became known as Cape Santa Maria. A single strip of asphalt leads from there toward the southern terminus, and after about an hour’s drive, in the town of Dean’s, a gravel and dirt road branches east over low-lying hills and around a bend to Will’s beloved blue hole, where the wind is almost always muffled and the current ever gentle, even in stormy weather.


That’s because it’s sheltered by a concave semicircle of thick limestone bluffs that rise over fifty feet high. Its insides, grooved with giant primordial brush strokes, are drilled with shallow caves and punctuated by phallic stalactites that dangle over a sea so dark blue it has no business being just three steps from a silky white sand beach. Where Will stood, watching, as the clock wound down on Nicholas Mevoli. Sam ticked off the seconds: “10, 9, 8 …” When he got to zero, Nick submerged, face first with his arms extended. He looked like a human arrow shooting into the darkness.


Dean’s Blue Hole is an underwater cavern flipped vertically, shaped like a carafe. As Nick swam, he passed a rugged reef, which sprouted from sloping white sand that led to a ring of sheer limestone 10 meters below the surface. He’d reached the rim of the hole where sand spilled over the edge in a series of mesmerizing sandfalls that look exactly like a photo negative of a waterfall. Within five powerful breaststrokes those cliff walls receded beneath a sloped ceiling where small schools of giant tarpon or silver barracuda often hunkered in the shadows. After another few strokes and another 10-meter drop there was a second set of cliffs, and the walls receded again. Soon the hole was darker than midnight, and about twice as wide as the entire cove appears from the surface. The rim of the hole has a 35-meter diameter. Below 20 meters, the diameter is estimated at more than 150 meters. Nick had stopped swimming by then. His arms at his side, his chin tucked, he became as streamlined as possible. It was time to freefall. The part of a dive that feels like floating through outer space. He closed his eyes and surrendered to the soft, slow sink into dreamtime.


AT 202 METERS, Dean’s Blue Hole is the deepest of its kind in the world. Only one diver, Jim King, has ever been to the bottom and made it back alive. King pulled it off in 1994 by breathing a safe mixture of gases from his open-circuit scuba system. He found a pyramid of sand, built up from the sandfalls, and a tidal current suggesting that through one of the limestone caves was a passage to the Atlantic, which helped explain why the hole wasn’t completely filled with that sand that never stops falling. Of those inclined to wear tanks, only an experienced tech diver willing to breath helium can make it back from such depths, because beyond 60 meters, air is lethal. But tech divers aren’t the only ones who can trump recreational scuba divers. Experienced freedivers like Nick reach depths most scuba divers will never know, and they do it on one breath.


Despite its surreal beauty, many locals don’t go near Dean’s Blue Hole, and if they do, they certainly don’t swim to the center. The island’s original inhabitants, the Lucayan people, told a myth of the Lusca, a Loch Ness–type creature that lives below, and will rise up and take down anyone who dares tempt him. Today, locals often swear that unpredictable whirlpool currents arise like vertical riptides and can take a diver down without warning.


The fearful point to lives lost as proof. Three tourists from Nassau died there in 2009. That tragedy unfolded when one of them lost her footing. She’d been strolling the shallows and didn’t realize how close the shore was to the lip of the hole. She couldn’t swim, so her daughter dove in to rescue her, and soon both were panicked and dragging each other down. Instead of running or calling for help, the third woman dove in, too. All three died that day.


Then in 2012, Theron Mailles, a nineteen-year-old local and gifted lobster diver, lost his life on Bahamian Mother’s Day, while his whole family was at the beach celebrating. The prevailing belief is that he was strapped with too much weight, blacked out at or near the surface after repeated dives, and nobody saw him slip below. By the time they realized he was gone, he was already spiraling to the bottom. His bones lie there still.


When Nicholas Mevoli arrived on the beach on the morning of November 17, he slipped into his wetsuit not far from a plaque bearing the names of the three women lost in 2009, and he wasn’t in great spirits. He’d been on the island since October, living in a rented house, and training with New Zealand’s Jonathan Sunnex, aka Johnny Deep. When they arrived, Johnny and Nick were equals. Johnny was also an up-and-comer and an elite diver, yet while he and Mike Board had progressed steadily, Nick had not.


Just two days before, his attempt to reach 95 meters in a different freedive discipline called Free Immersion had gone awry when he had to be assisted to the surface, blood dripping from his mouth. Furious, he screamed and cursed, certain he had blown his left eardrum, an injury similar to one that ended his competition after just one dive the year before. As he sulked on the beach afterward, he understood where he went wrong.


“I wasn’t relaxed on the way down and I lost air,” he said, “and kept going instead of turning around. I just wanted to get there. Fucking stupidity.”


Though Nick was still green enough to be prone to such rookie mistakes, he was accomplished. He’d won medals and had his one American record, but his preseason goal had been to break all the American depth records, and he hadn’t achieved it yet. Vertical Blue was the final competition of the year—his last chance—and disqualification would be a gut punch. Lucrative sponsorships in freediving are rare, and Nick, like most divers, was self-funded. A prop man in New York film and television production, he’d spent $34,000, his life’s savings, traveling and competing in 2013 alone. Right or wrong, if he didn’t manage at least one other record at Vertical Blue before diving back into months of wage labor, he would consider his entire year a failure.


He was certain the competition doctor, Barbara Jeschke of Germany, would disqualify him when she examined him later that day, but she told him that his ear was sound, and he never complained about his lungs. If she had placed her stethoscope on his back and listened to him breathe, she might have heard the rattling of edema, thanks to yet another lung squeeze—what happens when capillaries hemorrhage blood and plasma into the alveoli (the lung’s air sacs), often causing damage to the tissue. Nick had several lung squeezes over the previous two years, and like most freedivers he treated them like a nuisance that hindered training. Few took them seriously and nobody considered them fatal. After all, the alveoli aren’t one big sac, but resemble a bunch of grapes, each berry capable of oxygenating blood through its own membrane. The prevailing thought was that even if a few berries were bruised, the rest should function just fine. Which is probably why Nick never told her he’d been spitting blood all afternoon.


She cleared him.


The following evening he attended a potluck dinner at Greenwich Lodge, a fly-fishing compound twenty minutes from Dean’s Blue Hole near Deadman’s Cay, where Ren and his safety team stayed. Such meals are a staple of the sport’s competitions and several of the athletes spanning sixteen countries were there, frying fish they’d speared themselves, making rice and salad, playing guitar, and chilling out in a spacious lobby lounge that spilled onto a wrap-around deck overlooking the mangroves and the Caribbean Sea beyond. Nick sipped a cold Kalik—a Bahamian lager—with dinner, and his light brown eyes sparkled with calm and good humor. He looked confident, ready, content. His eyes were lying.


Nick and Johnny shared a rental car as well as a house on Long Island, and as they loaded their gear on the morning of November 17, Johnny offered a piece of advice. “If the dive doesn’t feel right at any point,” he said, “stop the dive.” There is only so much one can hide from a roommate, and the fact that Nick was hurting was not lost on Johnny, who doubled as a sought-after instructor. In a sport with a slim margin for error, Nick’s was nonexistent. When Nick saw Junko on the beach at the check-in station moments later, he gave her a long, warm hug and said something that would stick with her.


“I hope I see you again,” he said, unsure.


“What are you talking about?” she asked, startled.


“I thought … um … aren’t you leaving today?” he stammered.


“Yes, but I dive right after you. I’ll see you on the beach later.” Distracted, he turned and strolled toward the sea.


“THIRTY METERS, thirty-five meters, forty meters.” Sam’s voice rang out as a swirling wind whipped the sixteen national flags strung above the hole. Spectators stood on the beach or clung to the floating boundaries as they listened, rooted, and hoped. Junko was on the platform behind Sam, literally on deck, tracking her friend’s progress.


Cheers of “Come on, Nick,” and “Let’s go, Nick,” rang out as Sam squinted at his sonar feed and announced each new depth with authority.


“Fifty-five meters, sixty meters!” All was progressing smoothly until Nick hesitated at 68 meters. “Looks like he’s turning around,” Sam announced as the audience groaned. Several seconds passed, an eternity in freediving, as Sam waited for Nick to ascend. He didn’t budge, and when he did start moving, he wasn’t heading for the surface. “Wait, he’s still … yes he’s descending again.”


Mike Board squirmed with discomfort, recognizing Nick’s decision was a dangerous one. Instead of heading to the surface at the first sign of trouble, he was making the same mistake he’d made just two days before. Only this time he’d made a second questionable choice. According to footage of the dive, obtained by a GoPro camera mounted on the bottom plate adjusted to the diver’s goal depth, it appeared that Nick was having a hard time equalizing, so he reversed his body position, turned upright, and stayed at 68 meters for nearly thirty seconds. Anybody who has ever scuba dived, or simply kicked and dived down to a reef, knows the feeling of their head being squeezed in the vice grip of barometric pressure.


Scuba divers equalize by pinching and then blowing through their nose. Freedivers, especially those attempting record depths, can’t equalize that way. Instead, as their lungs shrink due to increased pressure, they move air from their lungs into their mouth. During freefall, their job is to close off their throat and keep their cheeks inflated with that air, like a chipmunk with a mouthful of acorns, so they can funnel it into the sinuses through the soft palate to equalize along the way. It’s a delicate technique that can be hard to master and especially difficult to execute under the glaring lights of international competition, when divers often attempt depths they’ve never achieved before. It’s harder still if a diver is already injured.


Yet with the clock ticking, in the midst of a record attempt, Nick managed to do it and began descending again, this time falling feet first. Within seconds, he was at the bottom plate, searching for the tag that would prove he made depth. Because of his reversed position and the pitch darkness of the hole, it took time to locate the plate, and he made subtle yet visible arm motions to tread water until he finally found it. In a flash, he ripped away one of the tags, secured it in his wetsuit, and rocketed toward the surface, swimming hard, and once again looking very much in control.


That footage was not available in real time, so nobody on the surface knew what he was going through. Still, the vibe was uncomfortable if not eerie. “Diving to that depth with no fins, that’s a hard, physical dive,” said Mike. “I was thinking, ‘okay, he’s going to have a hard time getting up.’ ”


Sam announced the time and depth as Nick rose, and was worried enough to address the safety team directly, something he had never done before. “You better be ready for this one,” he said.


Defying the odds, Nick shot to the surface, under his own power, after a dive of three minutes and thirty-eight seconds, nearly a minute longer than planned. He flashed the okay sign and attempted to complete the surface protocol that would make his attempt official by saying the words, “I am okay.” Unfortunately, his words were garbled, and he never removed his nose clip. He’d fumbled the protocol so his dive was nullified, but he didn’t black out, at least not right away. For nearly a minute he clung to the line with both hands, still conscious, laboring to breathe, before falling back into Ren’s arms. Ren held him and called his name, hoping to keep him alert and connected to this world.


Ren and Nick had trained together and even sailed together to Jamaica and Cuba on Ren’s boat, Nila Girl. Ren’s safety team, all of whom were certified in life-support techniques, closed in around him. They included an Australian paramedic, Joe Knight. Ren and Joe hefted Nick onto the nearby platform, where he faded into unconsciousness. Dr. Jeschke moved in to try and revive him. That’s when the scene turned nightmarish. “There’s a problem with his lung,” shouted Marco Consentino, one of the safety divers. The team turned Nick onto his side and blood seeped from his mouth, pooling on the platform before dissipating into the sea. Will jumped into the water and swam over to join the effort. Their attempts to revive their friend included three shots of adrenaline, but nothing worked.


After about twenty minutes, Ren and the others transported Nick by bodyboard from the platform to the beach, and lifted him into a Honda station wagon, the event’s de facto ambulance. It was a ten-minute ride to the Vid Simms Memorial Health Centre, a rugged and remote 2,000-square-foot clinic founded by American missionaries and set on a promontory.


With water-stained ceiling tiles and rusted air-conditioning vents, Long Island’s clinic is equipped to handle general illnesses and trauma common to the island’s 3,000 residents. It’s not the emergency room you’d hope for in a matter of life and death. By the time Nick arrived there, he had no vital signs, but his friends kept fighting for his life. Ren, Joe, Will, and Dr. Jeschke took turns continuing CPR, in the Honda and in the clinic, where they were joined by a local physician, Yvette Carter, who declared him dead at 1:44 p.m. According to AIDA (International Association for the Development of Apnea), the governing body of the sport, that’s when Nicholas Mevoli became the first athlete to die in an international freediving competition.


Within minutes of his arrival at the clinic, athletes and their families began converging on the hilltop. A tight-knit group in the best of times, most sat on a patch of grass under a young jacaranda tree, the boiling sea visible in the distance. Some joined hands in prayer. Others embraced. A light rain fell. A rainbow bloomed.


Ren emerged from the clinic, shirtless, his wetsuit dangling from his waist, and addressed the gathering. “We wish Nick luck in his new world,” he said, his voice cracking with emotion. “He died doing what he loved to do, I know that.”


“It’s an extreme sport,” Mike said, still mulling Nick’s crucial decision at 68 meters. “We all make split-second decisions, and sometimes we pay the consequences. But his will to get the job done and win is what made him such a great freediver.”


It wasn’t just his competitive fire that was recalled in the aftermath. Others mentioned how the year before Nick eschewed a hotel or rental house to sleep in the rectory of a local Catholic church. He helped repair the roof of the church’s hurricane-damaged bazaar grounds, and ferried some of the island’s poor, elderly residents to the bank to cash their pension checks and then on to the store to buy groceries in the church pickup.


“He was universally loved,” Grant Graves said.


That point was underlined at around 3:30 p.m., when, after most of the competitors had filtered back toward their respective rental homes, Junko led a Japanese contingent to the clinic’s doorstep, flowers in hand. They asked to see Nick and pay their respects one last time. Ten people visited his remains, wrapped tightly in a pristine white sheet, his hands rested in prayer. One by one his fellow divers took turns whispering in his ear, sprinkling white blossoms on his heart, and softly sobbing into one another’s arms.


In the days after his death, Nick Mevoli’s story went viral, and a niche sport’s tragedy became front-page news all over the world, sparking a public debate. Readers wondered why freedivers bother to do it at all. What could possibly be the draw to a sport where athletes plummet to the very edge and risk so much to achieve records in relative obscurity? What Nick’s critics couldn’t grasp is that it isn’t external glory these divers are after. The dive itself is the glory.


“I really enjoy going on this journey where other people can’t go,” Mike said. “The feeling of being deep underwater, somewhere you’re not meant to be, and feeling this sort of mastery over your body and your mind and it being so peaceful. It’s a real achievement.”


The way Mike and the others describe it, freediving is both an athletic quest to push the limits of the body and mind, and a spiritual experience. When they overcome their fears and surrender to the sea down deep, they become a speck of pure consciousness in a vast dark abyss. Time slows down, and the deeper they fall, the tighter the sea seems to squeeze, until they feel a merge, a total loss of I.


Skeptics might consider such feelings to be rooted in a string of chemical reactions, where pressure exerted on the human body can compress organs and lead not only to nosebleeds, bloody tracheas, and hemorrhaged capillaries, but also to nitrogen narcosis, until the diver feels a throbbing euphoria that’s as close to an acid trip as it is enlightenment. But to freedivers that’s beside the point. They still need their fix, which is why Nick spent his life savings roaming the globe, from competition to competition, to dive ever deeper, to disappear into the darkness so he could see the light. But if all he and these other great athletes care about is the dive, if the results don’t matter as much as the feeling, why compete at all? And why didn’t Nick simply come up when he hesitated at 68 meters?


Nick Mevoli’s death put an end to Vertical Blue 2013, and the next day a memorial was held. A crowd of eighty mourners, including all the competitors and several local residents who knew and loved him, gathered on the crescent white-sand beach on the edge of Dean’s Blue Hole. Some wore their Sunday finest. Others dressed in beach gear. Three women linked arms beneath a parasol. A Bahamian couple arrived and passed out wildflowers. One woman rested her bouquet against the heel of the craggy limestone cliff. The Shins crooned from the Vertical Blue PA system, but all other traces of the competition had been removed. The platform where Nick had been treated the day before was anchored down the beach, in postcard-perfect turquoise shallows that extended for half a mile. In contrast to those shallows all around, Dean’s Blue Hole looked a deep purple, ripe for a farewell dive.


Reverend Carl Johnson, a pastor at nearby Millerton Seventh-Day Adventist Church, launched the ceremony with the story of Lazarus. “Life gives you these experiences that you think you’re ready for, but you’re not,” he said. Though he was referring to the emotional complexity of grief, he may as well have been referencing the death of Nicholas Mevoli and the sport of competitive freediving.


In the wake of tragedy there remained a mystery. How did Nick die? This tight community of misfits, daredevils, yogis, and renegades had been rehashing the episode in small groups for twenty-four hours. Over a year later, their discussion would still be simmering.


“It was an event we haven’t seen in freediving before,” Will Trubridge said after the memorial, “and until we know exactly what happened, there is no way of knowing if it’s some sort of freak occurrence or something that happened on the dive.”


Most agreed that it was his decision at depth that was Nick’s undoing, yet some were beginning to come to grips with a haunting realization. Up until November 17, 2013, the freediving community would dismiss loss of consciousness, nosebleeds, and even lung squeezes as inconveniences. AIDA pointed to its spotless safety record in competition to prove the point. Nick’s was the first fatality in more than 35,000 competitive dives. Afterward, they were forced to admit that nobody could say for sure how repeated dives to superhuman depths impacted the body, especially the lungs. This wasn’t a matter of conflicting science; research was almost nonexistent. Once Nick died, the prevalence of lung squeezes became competitive freediving’s dirty open secret, and their root cause is linked to something all divers do, whether they admit it or not.


Competitive freedivers dive for numbers. Top athletes often say that fixating on a number pulls their focus away from the feeling of the dive, and that the only way to dive deeper is to forget about the number they’re aiming for and stay with the feeling. Yet, there is no escaping the fact that when an athlete dives along a line, getting deeper is the intrinsic goal. Which is why at its core, freediving can be a mindfuck, a Zen koan, a shape-shifting riddle impossible to solve.


Each time an athlete hits a new depth, he feels a new charge, a new pride. When he goes to bed that night, he revels in accomplishment, and when he wakes the next morning, he sets a new goal, a new depth—a new number. One he has a hard time letting go of until it’s in his rearview. That’s true for beginners, for competitors gunning for records, and it was especially true for Nick Mevoli. “We all know how he was,” Ren said. “He wanted it so bad that he hurt himself.”


There is no doubt that Nick wanted numbers, but he didn’t use them to inflate his ego. He wasn’t the type to peacock and preen. He gave away the trophies and medals he’d won, not interested in them at all. His mother, uncle, and older sister, his closest loved ones, never even knew that he was the best American freediver of them all. So what was it that he wanted so badly? Who was Nicholas Mevoli, and what would happen to the sport he loved? Would top athletes begin to temper their ambitions, or would his death simply raise the stakes for those conditioned to push past their fears, right up to the edge of their mortality?


At the memorial, Sam Trubridge read a poem sent by Nick’s mother, Belinda Rudzik. It was “A Song of Living” by American poet Amelia Josephine Burr.






I have longed for death in the darkness and risen alive out of hell. Because I have loved life, I shall have no sorrow to die.








With that, everyone swam together to the edge of Dean’s Blue Hole and formed a circle. They tossed their flowers into the center, took a collective breath, and dove down to the underwater cliff’s edge. The divers, balletic and graceful as ever, swam through wild ginger blossoms and bougainvillea, past the sandfalls into deep darkness. When they surfaced, Grant huddled the group close.


“When we have a new national or world record, the tradition is to splash the hell out of the diver. Let’s celebrate Nick’s life, like we celebrated his record in Honduras. Let’s splash it out for him.”


Together the divers, consumed with sadness and anxiety, knowing their sport would never be the same, began beating and kicking the water in fury, in celebration, with release. There was laughter. There were tears. The hole foamed and frothed.
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WATER CHILD


It was another sunny Gulf Coast morning when Josephine Owsianik led her eighteen-month-old grandson, Nick, through the kitchen door and onto the pool deck, carrying an armful of laundry. It was one of those mornings that make anyone grateful to be alive, and to be alive in Florida. Josie was doubly blessed. Not only had she fled her frigid New Jersey neighborhood for a few weeks, she was with her toddling grandson, the light of her life.


A long-legged New Jersey beauty in her day, Josie adored these quiet mornings with Nick when her daughter and son-in-law were at work and his older sister was at school. It was just the two of them. Unless she counted Smokey, the black-and-white cocker spaniel mix, who shadowed Nick everywhere, and Lion Bear, his other best friend. Wherever the boy went, that stuffed bear went too. Still new, it was already patched together, thanks to his habit of dragging it along the ground. It had a music box embedded in its fluff, so when he dropped it, she’d hear a lullaby. Words were just starting to come when Lion Bear first arrived around Christmas, and he promptly named his new friend, refusing to believe it wasn’t both lion and bear.


The year 1983 was still fresh when Josie watched Nick toddle and drag Lion Bear by the hand in the backyard of one of St. Petersburg’s newest homes. Although it had a pool, the house was a modest single-story 1,200-square-foot cinder block construct, sided with stucco, wood, and stone. Nick’s folks bought it for $50 down, when there were just three houses on a block shaded by Chinese flame trees. These were heady times in one of America’s fastest-growing states. Weather was sweet, property was cheap (this house went for $21,500), and all seemed possible. Neighborhoods would sprout from barren ground, almost overnight.


Josie looked up at blue sky, closed her eyes, and felt the sun on her face, then began hanging laundry on the lines. A few seconds later, Smokey charged through the back door and bumped Nick, who toppled and slipped soundlessly into the pool. The dog barked furiously. Lion Bear sang his lullaby, and Josie turned to see Smokey peering into the pool and glancing back at her, guilty as charged.


Panicked, she rushed toward the edge and kicked off her shoes, but before she jumped in she looked down. There was Nick, his pudgy cheeks puffed out, his two big brown eyes shining like flying saucers, happy and calm as he could be. When he was older she’d tell him, “I knew right then, you were gonna be a fish.”


Nicholas Lawrence Mevoli III was born at the stroke of midnight on August 22, 1981. His father, born Nicholas Jr. but known as Larry Mevoli, met Nick’s mother at Tusculum College in Greeneville, Tennessee. One of Larry’s fraternity brothers set him up with Belinda and they went to a dance. They knew nothing about one another, except that they were both from large, ethnic Jersey families, which was no small thing at a tiny, rural Tennessee college in 1970. He was Italian. She was Polish, which felt to her like common ground. Also, Larry had some moves. He spun Belinda around that dance floor to doo-wop and early rock and roll, and for a moment the two streetwise kids from working-class East Coast neighborhoods felt like they were back home.


They fell in love and Belinda became pregnant later that year. Larry, who had enrolled in college to avoid the draft, had to leave school to make ends meet, and worked two jobs. He punched the clock in the school cafeteria’s kitchen for $1.25 an hour by day and bused tables at a Greeneville dive bar for $1.75 an hour by night. They moved into a trailer on Belinda’s professor’s property, and got married on the steps of a New Jersey city hall. By the time Jennifer, or Jen, was born, Larry was a line cook and bartender at that same Greeneville dive, but they weren’t long for the Tennessee hills.


Jen was born in 1972, Belinda graduated in 1973, and almost immediately, they packed and drove to West Florida where Larry’s parents, Nick and Dolly, had recently moved. Belinda was seduced by her new hometown. A series of interlocking islands and bridges, with wide white-sand beaches on the green Gulf of Mexico and placid marinas on Tampa Bay, St. Petersburg was a place of stucco and sunshine, East Coast attitude and tropical rain, cheap gas and imported food. It meant easy living with wide, smooth roads and no traffic. A good Catholic girl, Belinda harbored some guilt about the nature of her marriage, so there was something about the distance from her own family and the newness of St. Petersburg that appealed to her. To Belinda, St. Petersburg was a blank slate. It had no memory.


It wasn’t even well populated yet. The snowbirds hadn’t yet flocked. And when they did, not all the retirees enjoyed retirement. Larry’s father certainly did not. Nick the First was a butcher who owned a successful neighborhood grocery, called Nick’s, in Oaklyn, New Jersey, for thirty years. He sold it to move to the sunshine and try to do nothing, and soon found that doing nothing was boring as hell. He was not a golfer, or much of a fisherman. The man had no hobbies, so while Larry was working the mainframe computer in the billing department at Florida Power, his dad got back into the meat business, opening George’s Market in 1974.


Larry, who cut meat in the original store growing up, took a job at the new branch, with the understanding that when his father finally retired for real, the market—which would soon gross over $500,000 a year—would belong to him. Around that same time it was becoming apparent to Belinda that she and Larry weren’t well matched. Larry was a social animal, with slicked-back hair and a thousand stories—real and exaggerated—on the tip of his tongue. Belinda, who was a teacher at a private Catholic school, was an introvert, an observer, drawn to quiet corners where she could hide in plain sight. Larry liked the flash and pop. His wife blended into the wallpaper, and as the years went on, it would be difficult to find two people with less in common.


There were good times. Larry had charm, and Belinda wanted to love him. One afternoon they took a long drive around St. Petersburg to the nearby hamlet of Seminole, a suburb in waiting. They bought a plot of land and Larry promised his wife that one day he’d build her their dream home. A couple of nights later, on a sweltering summer evening, they enjoyed a midnight skinny dip while eight-year-old Jennifer slept. They made love and conceived a water child.


The pregnancy was a surprise to both, but they embraced it. The store was a smash hit and Larry began devoting nearly all his waking hours to the family business. Belinda would often come to George’s in the afternoon for groceries, and she happened to be there when her water broke. Perhaps it was a sign of the times, when American culture was different and less was expected of husbands, or maybe it was a personality flaw that Larry would never shake, or could be he just screwed up when he gave Belinda some plastic bags to sit on in the car and walked her to the door. It was the afternoon rush, he said. He was needed at the store. Belinda drove herself home, and it wasn’t until after the store was closed a few hours later that Larry showed up and drove her to the hospital, so she could give birth to Nick.


Such slights, large and small, exacerbated the distance between them. With two children there was twice as much work to do, and Larry was devoted to the store first. Belinda felt abandoned and betrayed. She was expected to do all the parenting and the housework, while working full time. Jen pitched in where she could. She would change diapers, make lunches, read to her baby brother, and lie with him while he faded off to sleep at night, but capable though she was, she was still in elementary school.


Through it all, Nick was a happy kid, at least at first. After Smokey pushed him in the pool, he couldn’t get enough of the water. For his second birthday he got toy dive gear. There was a set of tanks and a mask and he’d often strap them on and jump into the pool, staying down as long as he could. The fights didn’t start until Nick was four years old. Whenever his parents argued, Jen and Nick escaped. She would wander the backyard or stroll the street out front, while he would hide in the pool, hanging onto the lowest rung of the ladder. He’d surface just long enough to hear if it was all over. If the shouting continued, he’d inhale and go back down.


One evening, Belinda handed Larry divorce papers. She’d served him dinner, and this was dessert, foisted on him without warning. She’d even packed his clothes. Larry was baffled when Belinda cleared his plate, handed him his bags, and showed her husband the door for the last time, but he didn’t fight her. He blew off the hearing but accepted terms. He got the car, George’s market, and the lot for their dream home. Belinda kept the house and won her freedom. Nick was five years old.


Jen and Nick’s parents both remarried in 1988. Fred Rudzik, a music teacher at Belinda’s school, moved in with Belinda and the kids. Meanwhile, Larry was an apparition. He’d commit to picking Nick up at school or at the house and show up hours late, leaving his son to wait on the curb, alone. Sometimes he didn’t show at all. When Jen and Nick did hang with Larry, it was never just the three of them. Larry’s three stepchildren were always there.


Larry did get his dream house: a 10,000-square-foot McMansion he built for his new wife, Mary. One afternoon, he took all his children to the construction site. The store was his by then and he was doing $1.5 million in business annually. Larry pointed out where Jen’s and Nick’s rooms would be. He promised them that when the house was finished, things would be different. They could stay with him and have their own rooms, their own space. But when the house was finally complete there were no rooms for Jen and Nick, and when they’d visit, usually on holidays, they felt out of place while Larry was consumed with the needs of children they didn’t know and a wife who was too overwhelmed to pay them any mind. Kids would scream, dogs would bark, Larry’s steady stream of guests would mingle day and night, and Jen and Nick would sit on the couch, lean into one another, and watch their father’s odd, dysfunctional universe spin.


They were two happy accidents, a blend of introvert and extrovert, loud and soft, prone to deep thinking, sensitivity, and adventure. They walked the same twisted road, and though it would make them sad sometimes, it also made them, and their bond, resilient and strong.


Jen was sixteen by the time her parents remarried. She was gorgeous—olive skinned and big eyed, and embraced her type A impulse, filling her schedule to the brim, leaving no time to think, which was exactly what she needed. She spent most of her time involved with her church group, playing on the school volleyball team, and studying with her boyfriend, driven to make the national honor society. Nick was still a young boy, and he rarely complained; in fact, he rarely spoke at all. He was a brooder who internalized his pain. He still loved the water, but his talent might have remained untapped, if not for his Uncle Paul.


Paul Mevoli, Larry’s brother, wasn’t even thirty when his mother called him one summer day in 1989. Just out of dental school and starting his practice, Paul still lived like a college kid. Beach chairs were his living room furniture, and take-out dinners in front of the ballgame would do just fine. For Paul, house was not yet home, but shelter between adventures. He raced cars, and once a year he’d rent a house with his best buddies down on Marathon Key and go lobster diving and spearfishing. He was young, handsome, and making money, and life was good. But the news on the other end of the phone did not sit well. Larry had been skipping out on visiting Nick and Jen, and the day before had kept Nick waiting for five hours before taking him to the mall with his stepkids. Nick’s grandmother was worried about how quiet he had become and thought he was in desperate need of guy time. Nine years younger than Larry, Paul wasn’t too concerned about Jen, who was getting ready for college, but he worried about Nick, and it didn’t take him long to figure out what to do.


A few days later, Nick was at the Daytona International Speedway, during one of Paul’s weekend races in the Sports Club Car Racing Series. Between heats Paul zoomed his GT into the garage area where he and Nick rotated and changed the tires, worked on the engine and refueled the vehicle together. Paul called Nick his one-man grease monkey pit crew and with his nephew’s help, he took the checkered flag in the final heat.


As much as Nick loved the racetrack, he enjoyed their trips to Marathon Key even more. After she heard about his little adventure to Daytona, it took some lobbying to get Belinda’s blessing to join the lobster hunt with Paul’s Bonzo crew. There was Craig, the handsome executive; Tim Scott, the happy-go-lucky wiseass with the preacher’s soul; and David Schilt, aka Sailor Boy, a six-foot-four Irish American New Yorker turned Florida detective. Every year for the past decade the four friends had gone to Marathon for lobster season. On Nick’s first trip he was just nine years old.


Though Key West, at the southern terminus of Highway 1, and Key Largo, farther north, get all the press, Marathon is the most beautiful of the famed Florida Keys. There are no big hotels, and no chic or trashy restaurants and bars either. Marathon is about the water. A flat, wide island fringed with mangroves and marinas, with the green Gulf on one side and the blue Atlantic on the other, it’s a place of second homes and hard-core commercial fishermen who make their living selling grouper and lobster. But before commercial lobster season opens, there is a mini-season for recreational fishermen like the Bonzo crew who scout holes for days to prepare for those forty-eight hours in late July when it’s legal to score lobster.


On opening day, the Gulf is always filled with hundreds of gleaming fishing boats, thanks to the droves that descend from across the state and beyond. Back in 1992, Paul and his buddies owned the worst boat of them all, a 1973 Pro Line with a duct-taped engine cover, patched-up hull, and flaking fiberglass deck. The thing looked like it had been pulled straight from a dumpsite, and Nick fell in love with it from the very first time he boarded “Bonzo.” Even as a kid, Nick enjoyed fixer-uppers.


“Why do you call it Bonzo?” Nick asked when he was hosing down the deck after a long day of scouting.


“You never heard of Bonzo the Wildman?” Paul asked, sipping a beer. Nick shook his head. “He used to be part of a traveling carnival. You would have loved him. Tell him about Bonzo, Sailor Boy.” With that, Sailor Boy gathered up his best vaudevillian mojo.


“Come one, come all! Come see Bonzo the Wildman! He has no asshole!”


“But, but, but mister, how does he take a shit?” Paul asked in childlike wonder.


“He don’t, sonny, that’s what makes him so wild!”


Nick cackled along with his uncle and Paul’s friends, who couldn’t get enough of Sailor Boy’s antics. The first night the Bonzo crew hung out together in Key West, Sailor Boy launched into his Wildman shtick in every bar they found. Not everybody understood it or found it funny, but the Bonzo crew didn’t mind. Inside humor was as much a part of their bond as lobstering, and Nick picked up both with ease.


Throughout their week in Marathon, Nick had been the gofer. He’d gathered the gear, opened the beers, put together the weight belts, counted lobster nets, and helped scout holes. His Uncle Paul (aka Captain Bastard) did most of the pointing and shouting. But Sailor Boy, Craig (aka Salty Seaman), and Tim (aka Scotty) filed their share of requests, too. Nick worked all day tirelessly, and whenever he got the opportunity he dove underwater. All of it was new, all of it exciting, and none of it compared to the exhilaration he felt on opening day of his first lobster season.


It began with a 4 a.m. wake-up call. Captain Bastard shook him awake from his bedroll on the living room floor. “Rise and shine, buddy,” he said. “Time to get us some lobsters.” They walked outside to a sky full of stars. A light, hot breeze filtered through the mangroves, which sheltered their neighborhood marina, and it was still dark when Paul piloted Bonzo from the backwaters out onto the Gulf of Mexico. As the sun rose, the sky and water seemed to merge. Dawn colors clung to the atmosphere, the clouds streaked pink, orange, and gold. The Gulf looked endless to Nick, but it was one giant bay: shallow, warm, green, and crawling with lobsters, which hid in her cracks and holes cratered in a seafloor caked in mud.


Paul kept his nose in the Bonzo nerve center, a dog-eared binder of GPS coordinates—fishing holes they’d been tipped off to or discovered on their own, and kept guarded from their rivals, who occasionally buzzed past in state-of-the-art fishing boats. “Looks like the damn Spanish Armada,” Paul said to Nick, who glared toward another of the shiny new vessels that came too close, hoping to piggyback a lobster hole. Paul played possum and pretended to be lost, adrift.


“Did you send out that SOS? We can tow you to shore after we get our fill,” joked the other captain. His crew pointed and laughed at the decrepit Bonzo. Outnumbered, the Bonzo boys kept their mouths shut. Nick was especially ticked.


“It don’t matter what the boat looks like, Nick,” Paul told him when their rivals sped away. “What matters is who’s in the boat. Now drop one of those markers, right over there.” Paul flashed his Q-Beam on a dark spot in the green and Nick dropped a glow stick into a foam buoy and tossed it into the drink, illuminating the hole. Craig and Scotty strapped on their weight belts and scuba tanks and dropped in to grab their first bugs of the season. Nick dove in after them, with just fins and goggles, to hand them nets and ferry their catch to the boat.


When Scotty and Craig had enough, Paul did some freediving with Nick, taught him to equalize and how to use a metal tickler, to chase lobsters out from their craggy hiding places, and into his net. At first they got away, but Nick was determined and stayed with it as Paul rose for another breath. When he went back down, Nick was still on the bottom, with a lobster in his net, another in his left hand, and a big bright smile on his face. The kid was a natural.


Of all their secret spots to catch lobster, Paul’s favorite was Grouper Gorge, a narrow depression fringed by a few boulders in the channel on the west end of Marathon, where the Gulf of Mexico meets the Atlantic Ocean and unpredictable currents thrash the pilings of Seven Mile Bridge. But as challenging as the currents were to navigate, the rewards were even greater; because of the flow of nutrients, life bloomed in the gorge like nowhere else.


The sun rose higher as they approached Seven Mile Bridge. Nick tossed the marker, and Sailor Boy took the wheel as Scotty, Craig, Paul, and Nick dove in. The current was hammering, and Craig and Scotty had to hold on to the reef to gather lobster while Nick swam and spun with ease. He dove down to twelve feet, and effortlessly kicked his fins to stay in place. He wore weights, which helped, and in minutes he had three lobsters. Ten minutes later he’d caught thirteen. The team found a bounty in that hole and kept pulling up fat bugs. Paul sent Nick back to the deck to fetch his speargun, and Nick dove down with it. With the holes clear of lobster they checked for grouper, a flaky whitefish and a staple for seafood lovers in the Florida Keys. It was clear that Nick already had the longest breath hold, and Paul would soon learn that he had an eye for grouper, too. When Paul missed one behind the rocks, Nick never did, and when Paul surfaced for air, Nick stayed down, hunting shadows. During one such respite, Sailor Boy stared at Paul with wonder.


“Where the hell is Nick?”


“What do you mean? He’s down there.”


“He’s been down there for a minute and a half.”


“With that current, I don’t know, Paul,” said Scotty.


“You guys are making me nervous now,” Paul said, adjusting his mask. “I’ll go get him.”


Paul went back down and couldn’t find Nick. Ten long seconds passed, and Paul started to panic when he caught a glimpse of his nephew worming between two rocks pointing exactly where he wanted Paul to shoot. Paul handed him the gun. When they finally surfaced with their third ten-pound grouper of the day, Nick had been underwater for nearly three minutes. “Sailor Boy was worried about you, Nick,” Paul said.


“How the hell does he do that?” Scotty asked. Paul chuckled. “I’m serious. What’s with this kid?”


“I don’t know, Scotty. Apparently he was born for this shit.” The Bonzo crew laughed with relief, as Nick smirked and tossed his grouper at Sailor Boy’s feet.


They’d found dozens of lobsters in the gorge, which put them above their legal limit. Paul instructed Nick to measure them and throw back the smallest ones, several of which he had collected in the exuberance of his first hunt, and were still alive. “It’s fun to catch them,” Paul said, “but we’re good stewards of the environment out here. We can’t screw this place up, and we don’t take more than our share. Remember that.” Nick nodded, and with Paul’s guidance, winnowed the catch down to thirty prime lobsters. They’d hit their maximum after less than two hours at sea. Tradition called for beers, so the kid passed out a round of Bud Light, and grabbed a Coke for himself. They thrust their cans together, and Paul led a cheer.


“Gooooooo, Bonzo!”


The guys joked, drank, and enjoyed the sun and sea, still anchored in the channel just above Grouper Gorge when the boat they’d seen two hours earlier motored toward them. “Geez, how many lobsters did you guys find down there?” the captain asked, envious.


“How many have you found out there?” Paul asked, cracking another beer.


“We haven’t had much luck, to be honest.”


“Yeah, that’s too bad,” said Scotty, as he opened up two coolers filled with lobster and grouper. The Bonzo crew glanced at their catch, then each other, then back at their rivals and exploded in laughter one more time.
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WHAT IS FREEDIVING?


“The most broad definition would be having fun underwater,” said Will Trubridge, when asked to define his sport. “It could be spearfishing or it could be going for depth, distance, and time. Anything that would involve testing your limits underwater would qualify, but you don’t have to test your limits. Just as you could climb a mountain to look at the view, you can do the same thing in freediving.”


“It is a lifestyle,” said former world champ, Carlos Coste. “It’s a philosophy of life around the sea. It’s exploring your limits, your abilities, and improving yourself all the time.”


“To me,” said Mike Board, “it’s a sport that combines a physical challenge with a mental challenge. I get to overcome another barrier or break through another perceived limit.”


“It’s total freedom,” said Yaron Hoory, an Israeli record holder. “You’re floating. You merge with the water. You’re at one with the elements. It’s this meditative state I don’t get in any other situation, a switching-off kind of thing. It’s therapy. It’s therapy for many people. Once they discover it, it becomes addictive. We alter our lives for it.”


Ask a hundred freedivers the same question, and you will get that many unique answers, but one thing is certain. Freediving is universal. Anybody who has ever kicked and dived down to the bottom of a pool or to a reef has done it, and for millennia, all over the world, it’s proven to be more lifestyle than competitive sport.


In ancient Greece there were sponge divers—and there still are in modern Greece, and in Greek American towns like Tarpon Springs, Florida. In the fourth century, Roman freedivers were used like early Navy SEAL teams to erect and destroy underwater barricades during an invasion. The Ama, a culture of Japanese and Korean women, have been freediving for oysters and pearls for over two thousand years, and lobstermen and spearfishermen have been hunting this way in the waters of Europe, Africa, Polynesia, and Southeast Asia for centuries.


Spearfishing remains the most popular form of freediving. It’s also the bridge that links aboriginal hunter-gatherers to modern competitive freedivers, many of whom are expert ocean hunters, too. Like hunters on land, spearfishermen wear camouflage (in this case, “camo” wetsuits) and stalk prey with passion, but they are also part of the food chain. Their catch can lure bull, tiger, and oceanic whitetip sharks, even great whites, all hoping to scavenge. The wise fishermen toss them some free lunch. The unlucky don’t just lose fish. Whether they are competing or hunting, however, the techniques are the same. Both groups have learned to master their own physiology, push past discomfort and fear, kick down to blue water, and hold their breath for minutes at a time.


Freediving didn’t become a competitive sport until 1949, when Italian Air Force captain Raimondo Bucher dove to 30 meters in a lake on the island of Capri to win a fifty-thousand-lira bet. He rode weights to get down, dropped them at the bottom where he handed a scuba diver a package to prove he made depth, and finned to the surface. Part stunt, part athletic feat, it took tremendous courage because doctors at the time believed it impossible to survive a freedive to such depths.


Those doctors pointed to a seventeenth-century law of physics discovered by Robert Boyle, known today as Boyle’s law. It states that pressure and volume are inversely proportional. As atmospheric pressure goes up, the volume of a gas will decrease at the same rate. Consider a balloon. At the surface it can inflate to its normal size and the volume of gas inside remains constant. Under pressure, however, that balloon will shrink, and as a result, there will be less room for air inside. As far as freedivers are concerned the balloon is their lungs, and the gas is the air they inhaled on their last breath.


Like the balloon, on the surface the amount of pressure exerted on the human body is neutral, and is measured as 1 ATM (atmosphere, a unit of pressure), but as a diver descends, the pressure begins to increase because water is much more dense than air. At 10 meters, the diver is at 2 ATM, at 20 meters he is at 3 ATM, and scientists know that as the pressure cranks up, the lungs will continue to compress. At 2 ATM the lungs shrink to half their normal size, and at 3 ATM, they are one-third. At 30 meters, where Bucher touched down, his lungs were one-fourth of their normal volume, and scientists were certain there would be nothing to stop his rib cage from collapsing, which would cause fatal internal bleeding. Bucher proved them wrong, launching a never-ending race to become the deepest man in the world, and even more important, expanded the limits of human understanding. Over the years, early freedivers continued to push the known limits of physiology, while doctors continued to wag their fingers in warning.


In 1966 (seventeen years after the Bucher bet), the great Italian freediver Enzo Maiorca extended the record to 62 meters, only to be eclipsed by a US Navy submarine sailor and pioneering technical diver, Bob Croft, when he dove to 64 meters in Ft. Lauderdale. Both men rode weights down and climbed back to the surface along a line. Croft broke his own record twice more, nearly going bankrupt to cover the cost. He and Maiorca never bothered to deeply relax before their dives. Croft was known to smoke cigars and drink whiskey until 1 a.m. the night before a record attempt. What they had was an enormous lung capacity, which meant they had more oxygen for their muscles to use. Back then lung capacity was what separated underwater studs like Maiorca and Croft from mere mortals.


Their feats dazzled because with each dive they were risking their lives. Nobody knew where that unknown human limit was. If the thorax didn’t collapse at 7 ATM, would it collapse at 8 ATM? Who would be the sacrificial daredevil to find out? On the day of his dive to 64 meters, Croft’s commanding officer, a master scuba diver, took him aside and said, “You know you’re gonna die, right?”
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