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	“We may be called ‘nature mystics’, those who experience the presence of the sacred through nature.”

	 

	Victoria Loorz

	 


Chapter One

	 

	Michael adjusted his goggles and snorkel until they felt comfortable. He gasped in the cold water but soon forgot the cold when he began looking about him. The early afternoon sun filtering through the water added a lovely blue to the magical world he had entered. This wasn’t the first time that Michael had snorkelled; in fact it was his favourite hobby. Yet he never got tired of seeing the beautiful fish, the sea anemones or the shells. 

	He moved with skill through the water, pulling himself along the rocks as he went. His careful eye missed nothing and he would pause to study an unusual starfish or a piece of seaweed, sometimes diving down to the bottom of a deep pool to run his fingers through the tentacles of an anemone. Surfacing, he would blow hard through his snorkel to clear it of water, and send a jet of spray into the air, like a whale. From pool to pool he swam, gazing in wonder at the colours before him, and losing total track of where he was. He felt as if he was on some magical planet far away instead of only a few metres from the beach. 
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A little fish with bright yellow eyes and a long orange tail suddenly darted out from underneath an overhang of rock and swam round and round Michaels’s head, trying to decide what this strange dark creature was that had invaded its territory. Michael put out his hand and the little fish swam in and out between his fingers as if it was playing its own game of hide-and-seek. 

	Before he could control himself a large giggle escaped Michael and a stream of bubbles squeezed themselves out of his goggles, only to be replaced by water. Soon he was coughing and spluttering with all the water filling his mask, and he had to stand up. Pulling off his goggles he took a deep breath of fresh air, and looked around himself in surprise. There was his little sister playing on the beach, sunbathers lying on the sand like dead bodies and the lifesavers strutting up and down checking to see that everyone was behaving well. He climbed out of the water onto the rocks and made his slippery way back to the beach.

	“Thandi,” he said to his little sister in his home tongue of Zulu. “Konke kulu ngile?” Is everything alright?
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“Yebo, Michael,” she said, “buka indlu yami.” She wanted him to look at the sandcastle she had made. It was the most beautiful sandcastle that anyone had ever built. Or so Michael thought – anything that his little sister said or did was perfect in his eyes. The sandcastle was almost as big as the little girl and twice as wide. Many bright, colourful shells represented windows, and bits of seaweed acted as flags fluttering in the breeze.

	A tinkling sound attracted Michael’s attention.

	“Uyawuthanda u ice cream na?” Would you like an ice cream? he asked his sister.

	“Yebo!” she said in delight.

	The ice cream man had to stop ringing his bell so that he could drop his cooler box onto the sand for Thandi to choose an ice cream. Michael paid and watched as he lifted the box onto his shoulder and went on his way, ringing his bell madly. It always amazed Michael that men roamed the beaches fully clothed in white overalls that had long sleeves, caps and heavy boots, selling ice creams and cool drinks to the people lying around wearing hardly a scrap of clothing.

	“It must be terribly hot,” he thought to himself as the man sauntered off with sweat running down his face. “I am going back into the water Thandi,” he told his sister, “If you need me just tell the lifeguard to call me.”

	Michael laughed at her shining face that was, by now, dripping in vanilla ice cream. He patted his sister on the head, picked up his snorkel and goggles, and strolled off toward the rocks.

	He chose a different area of rock pools to explore from the ones earlier on, and sat down to adjust his goggles. He dipped them into the waves and swirled some water around in them. After emptying them he worked his mouth a little, and spat onto the inside of the glass. When he’d rubbed the saliva thoroughly around the glass he rinsed the goggles again and put them on. 

	Very soon he was back in his magical world again, surrounded by colourful little fish. An octopus shot out from the middle of nowhere and almost frightened Michael out of his skin. It was a little octopus and Michael followed it as far as he could, once again pulling himself along on the rocks. The squid dashed underneath a clump of seaweed and was lost to sight immediately. Michael was terribly disappointed because he had never seen an octopus before. He reached underneath the seaweed and felt around a little. He was astonished at how quickly the pool he was in went dark from the ink and his heart was beating rather hard in his chest. Just then an unexpected wave caught him off guard and the next thing he was tumbling head over heels in the water and his goggles were filling with water again. Blackness filled his vision and he battled to keep from panicking. Another wave caught his body and bashed it against a sharp rock. Quickly he put out his hand and took hold of the nearest rock. He hauled himself out of the water and sat dripping and panting hard and trying to control his fright.

	“Good grief!” came a voice. “What on earth was that?”

	Michael looked up to see a boy around his age standing next to him. He had hair that was so blond that it was almost yellow. He was wearing a pair of bright green baggies and was obviously not used to being in the sun because his skin had been burnt bright red. Michael gaped at the boy and wondered if this colourful being hadn’t just crawled out of the rock pools that he had been snorkelling in. Then he blinked and remembered his manners.

	“Oh, er, it was an octopus,” he said, as he stood up. 

	“An octopus!” said the boy. “What was that black stuff?”

	“It’s an inky stuff that they squirt if they get a fright. That way they give whatever it is that’s worrying them a big fright of its own, and they can also swim away under cover of the blackness. Phew, I tell you, it works! I got one big fright!”

	Michael dropped his snorkel and goggles on the rock next to him and tried to look at the place on his back that was hurting like crazy.

	“Ya, I saw. Let’s have a look,” said the boy.

	Michael turned around and the boy bent down to examine the spot in question.

	“Wow, that’s quite a ding you’ve got there, but nothing serious,” he said.

	“I supposed the salt water makes it sting too,” said Michael.

	The boys stood and looked at each other carefully for a moment.

	“What’s your name?” said the blond boy.

	“Michael. What’s yours?” 

	“Steven”, said the boy, and held out his hand. “That is a great set of goggles and snorkel you’ve got there.”

	“Ya, they were a Christmas present from my parents a few years ago,” said Michael, and picked up his snorkel and goggles so that Steven could get a closer look. The blond boy examined the set carefully and then handed it back to Michael.

	“You’re lucky,” he said.

	“You’ve got a pretty good pair yourself,” said Michael pointing to Steve’s goggles.

	“Ya, but they don’t fit properly. I borrowed them from my cousin.”

	Steven gave his goggles to Michael who made a few adjustments to the strap. Steven put the goggles on.

	“Man, this is tight! Are you sure this is right Michael?” he exclaimed.

	“It’s got to be tight, otherwise the water gets in.”

	“And how do I stop the glass from misting up?”

	Michael gaped at Steven.

	“I see you don’t do much snorkelling, do you?” he said, “Here, let me show you.”

	He bent over and scooped up some water in his goggles and went through the whole process of rinsing, spitting and rubbing and rinsing.

	“That’s disgusting!” said Steven.

	Michael laughed, “Not really,” he said. “Besides, it works. You do it and see if your goggles mist up.”       

	Obediently, Steven did as he was told. When he had done the job of cleaning the goggles he put them on, and Michael helped him to adjust the straps again.

	Michael could see that Steven was very nervous but he didn’t comment on it; instead he agreed to join him in the water. Holding onto their goggles to keep them from coming off, the boys jumped into a big rock pool. They put their snorkels into their mouths and were off. Immediately Michael felt that something was wrong. He tapped Steven on the shoulder and they both lifted their heads out of the water.
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	“You’re breathing too quickly,” Michael said, “just breathe normally. You will float naturally. Your snorkel will only fill with water if you dive. Try to relax.”

	“Ok,” said Steven.

	“Oh, I almost forgot,” said Michael, “don’t put your hand too far into dark holes or under rocks.”

	“Why not?”

	“Because eels lurk in crevices and they’re not too friendly.”

	Steven laughed and nearly swallowed some sea water. “Now you tell me! Ok.”

	They put their snorkels in their mouths again and were soon paddling around happily. Steven was more relaxed now, and as he became more used to his new environment he become more confident. Michael had never snorkelled with anyone before and it was exciting to be able to share his new discoveries with his new friend. They swam from pool to pool pointing things out to each other, missing nothing. Colours, textures and strange underwater sounds filled the boys’ afternoon with excitement and adventure. The saw quick angel fish darting this and that way, looking as if the shoals were one fish – their movements were so well in tune. Steven pointed out a beautiful little Toby fish with its colourful stripes and Michael told him to the best of his ability with sign language underwater, that the Toby is poisonous. They found some sea urchins – lovely dome-shaped creatures with hundreds of red and yellow spikes. They dabbled their fingers in amongst the tentacles of a bright blue sea anemone. It closed around their finger tips and tried to pull them in. Deep in another pool it was Steven who first noticed long feelers coming out from underneath a rock. He pointed them out to Michael. They were red and black and waved around in a rather menacing way. In sign language Michael told Steven to take care. He swam close up to the rock, took hold of one of the feelers and gave it a gentle tug. The creature came out slightly from its hiding place in order to sort out whatever it was that was aggravating it. Quick as a wink, Michael grabbed it by the back of the shell and held it up for Steven to see. Feelers, legs and pincers waved and snapped, but all in vain; Michael had the crayfish in a tight grip. 

	He swam into the middle of the rock pool and put the crayfish down gently on the soft sand at the bottom. As soon as it was free the creature darted backwards quickly, but then stopped suddenly. It circled around itself as if it was testing the water for any sign of danger. Steven stared at the crayfish in delight. Every little space on the crustacean’s shell was covered in either little horns, scales or nodules. And the colours! Deep reds, black, bright fluorescent blues and greens, about four different shades of yellow – and all on one crayfish. Now that the crayfish had been released the boys kept well away from it; even Steven, who knew nothing really of the dangers of the sea, could see that this chap was one to be respected. They watched until, with one flick of its fan-like tail the crayfish was gone back under a rock. Michael gave the thumbs up sign which Steven quite rightly read as ‘that was really great, wasn’t it’? Just as there were about to move on to the next pool, they were suddenly startled by a big brown foot that appeared as if from nowhere into the pool that they were in. The foot was followed by another one, which grew into legs and the next thing there was a third person in the water with them. He made some strange hand signals underwater which they couldn’t for one moment understand. They surfaced anyway. It was a lifeguard.

	“You must be Michael,” he said, climbing out of the water.

	“Yes,” Michael said, removing his snorkel from his mouth.

	“Your little sister wants you,” he said shaking a stream of water from his long hair. 

	“Oh, thanks very much,” said Michael. To Steven he said, “I think I’d better get out.”

	“I will, too,” said Steven.

	“Take my hand,” said the big lifeguard.

	In turn, he gave his hand to the boys and hauled them out of the water. They stood dripping and shivering in the late afternoon sun, as they took off their goggles.

	“Saw anything worthwhile?” asked the guard.
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