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Preface

Rick Bettua should be dead. Many times over.

The retired U.S. Navy diver suffered a devastating attack by a twelve-foot bull shark that shredded his thigh from his knee to his hip. By the time he reached the shore ninety minutes later, he’d bled out, he had no pulse and wasn’t breathing. Yet, emergency medical workers didn’t give up. His miraculous recovery in late 2020 was just the most recent of his numerous underwater life-and-death experiences.

BREATHE is Rick Bettua’s survival story. It’s also a story about perseverance against great odds, and his impressive skills to solve problems—and even save lives--under extreme conditions. It begins and ends with the shark attack and his recovery that defied the odds.

In between are fifteen other stories in which Bettua narrowly escaped death during his remarkable thirty-two-year Navy career. In one instance, in a search for a lost piece of a propeller, he was buried alive seventy feet below the surface and under twenty feet of mud when a tunnel collapsed. When he finally worked his way free after two hours, he then completed the task, so no other divers would be endangered.

The first-person narration takes the reader through Rick Bettua’s evolution as a diver from a kid spearfishing to one of the elite Navy master divers. He never wasted time to achieve a goal. As a twelve-year-old, he joined a spear fishing club on his own, then the Navy when he was just seventeen.

Aided by his love of diving and his determination to be the best at whatever he pursued, he moved rapidly ahead in his career. He became a master diver only one year after becoming a chief petty officer. He achieved the highest rank possible for an enlisted sailor, master chief, at age thirty-three, one of the youngest ever to attain that rank.

But Bettua’s promotions never kept him out of the water--or out of perilous circumstances. His skills, his fearlessness and his perseverance helped him survive time and time again throughout his career, and beyond it. But I’ll let Rick tell his story.

Rob MacGregor
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Chapter 1

The Day I Died

25 Oct 2020

If we’d only skipped the last dive, I thought, pulling myself into the boat.

“You have three minutes…three minutes to save my life,” I told my dive partner as he quickly climbed aboard. I was bleeding profusely from two shark bites that had shredded my thigh from the hip to the knee. I tried to stay calm and told him to make a tourniquet from his weight belt.

The day had begun with a beautiful sunrise. The seventeen-foot boat bounded across the ocean heading east toward Britomart Reef that was twenty miles off-shore. It looked as if it was going to be a perfect day. Upon arriving at the southern end of the reef, we anchored at a familiar bommie (reef) that normally produces some quality fish. But after stepping overboard, we noticed the water was dirty and there were very few fish.

Then we headed north, hitting spot after spot and with each dive, Pete and I noticed the visibility was getting better and better the further north we went. We finally got to the northern end of Britomart Reef and the water was crystal clear. We anchored and slid into the water and the first thing we saw were two very large bull sharks on the bottom moving slowly. This is a common occurrence here, so we didn’t think anything about it.

We saw no fish so started swimming back to the boat. When I turned to look behind me there was a dark shape over five feet wide and twenty-five feet long. At first it startled me due to its size, and that it was coming toward me. Then I noticed it was a very friendly whale shark. I passed my speargun from my right hand to my left and extended my right hand as if to say stop. Much to my surprise, she came all the way up to my hand like an old friend and I touched her. I gave her a gentle rub and she slowly turned and swam away. Whale sharks are very rare here, so it was either a spectacular sight, a warning, or maybe both.

Pete and I got into the boat, laughing and hoping one of us got the whale shark on Go Pro. I said we better head back to shore. The wind was picking up, but Pete wanted to dive one more spot.

“Hey, we’ve got enough fish. Let’s just go.”

He laughed and said it was only about a hundred yards away. We anchored directly over the bommie, which was only about thirty-six feet deep. It was situated in the middle of a huge white sandy area that dropped off to about seventy feet.

As we got into the water, the spot was alive with quality fish. I picked one out, and made a slow dive down, taking my time not to spook the fish. I aimed my spear and clicked. The fish felt nothing and was dead on impact. I swam over to grab the shaft, and that’s when I spotted a twelve-foot bull shark coming over the top of the bommie, straight for me.

The shark was massive, probably six hundred pounds. Its head was huge, and it was rushing toward me at a tremendous speed. I smashed it in the face with my speargun as hard as I could, but it had no effect. Instinctively, I rolled right and that’s when the behemoth sunk its jaws into my left thigh, not once, but twice. Then it turned 180 degrees, giving me a full view of its massive size, then left just as fast as it came.

Everything was in slow motion and in my mind I said, “That thing just bit me.” I repeated it as a cloud of blood enveloped me. I was thirty-six feet down, and I knew I was in trouble. My thirty-two years of naval training kicked in, and I calmly said to myself, Rick get out of the water.

As I swam up, Pete grabbed me near the surface. So much blood was pouring out of my leg that I couldn’t even see my fins. It was a horrific attack, and my left leg was shredded. All I could see was blood and I was worried the shark would return to finish what it started. Using just my arms, I climbed up into the boat, where I fell into a lounger. Once Pete was in the boat I calmly said, “Three minutes, Pete. You’ve got three minutes.”

“What for, Rick?”

“You have three minutes to save my life. Take your weight belt off, strip the weights off, then put it as high as you can on my thigh, and get it tight.”

He worked as fast as he could, but the makeshift tourniquet wasn’t tight enough, and the blood was still flowing. I told him to take my weight belt and do the same but get it tighter. He pulled so hard on the second belt, that it snapped.

During my years in the Navy, I received countless hours of medical training, specifically related to traumas, such as casualties related to IEDs—Improved Explosive Devices. We practiced over and over how to make a tourniquet, and how to apply one. We were taught when applying them, tighten them up until the patient screams, then go two more turns.

During the practice, the trainers would shout, “Hurry up. Three minutes, you only have three minutes before your patient will bleed out from a damaged femoral artery.” They also made us aware that by using a tourniquet you were more than likely to cause the removal of that limb, depending upon the evacuation time.

Ironically, three years earlier, I saved a man’s life who had been attacked by a bull shark on a reef in the same area. His thigh and calf were mutilated, and I’d applied two tourniquets to keep him alive until we reached shore. But he still lost his leg.

I knew the remaining makeshift tourniquet was not tight enough, and I asked Pete for my bag. Inside it, I had a satellite phone. I wanted to call Angela and the kids so I could say I loved them. However, so much blood was pouring out of me, I couldn’t focus to push the buttons. One second the buttons would be clear, and the next the entire phone would look blurry. I couldn’t even push the two preset buttons. I threw it down in frustration, and said, “Tell Angela and the kids I love them and that I am sorry.

“Why sorry, Rick?” Pete asked as he pulled up the anchor.

“Because I might not be there for them growing up.”

I love all three of my sons equally, and my wife dearly, but I kept thinking of my youngest son, Derek. We have a special bond, and I knew he would take it the hardest. Derek was only six, and he still slept with his daddy. With tears just streaming down my face, I knew I had to survive for all of them. But it would take more than what I had. I knew I needed a miracle.

Pete started the engine and we headed back to shore. Within minutes, we saw a much larger craft that was out fishing. Pete pulled up to the boat and screamed there had been a shark attack. One of the men dove in the water and came aboard. He told me his name was Ben and he was a pediatric cardiologist. Ben called to his two friends that I was in a bad way, then they all transferred me into the larger boat.

They laid me on the deck of the boat on my back, and immediately it was as if an elephant was standing on my chest. “I can’t breathe! I can’t breathe!” I called out, so they cut my wetsuit jacket off me, but it didn’t help. I was having a heart attack, even though I knew I had a strong heart.

I attempted to escape the pain by rolling over on my right side, curling into a ball, and the pain instantly disappeared. I took three long, deep breaths and then it dawned on me that I had to focus on my breathing. As I did so, everything slowed down. I can do this, I told myself. I’ve been doing it my whole life. I knew that if I could slow my heart, I would slow the bleeding as well.

I told myself over and over: Rick, just breathe.

During the ninety-minute ride to shore, I mostly kept my eyes shut, and drifted in and out of consciousness. Every now and then I would open them and see the puddle of blood in the back of the boat getting larger, and spray from the waves blowing by.

By the time we neared land, I could no longer open my eyes, I couldn’t feel my arms or my legs and my heart was barely beating. I was still bleeding; I was dying. But I continued trying to focus on my breath, and as I did, I recalled the many life-and-death events I’d experienced over my diving career and how I’d survived them.


Chapter 2

This Bud’s for You

I was walking to my next class in junior high school in Homestead, Florida when I saw an advertisement on the bulletin board for a local spearfishing club. The meeting was on Saturday night, and I couldn’t wait to ask my parents if I could join. Their only concern was that the meeting was too far for me to ride my bike—four to five miles—but I assured them I was old enough to do it. My mom said it would be after dark, and she didn’t want me on the road after dark.

But my dad simply said, “Well, we better put some lights on that bike.” My father never wanted to hold me back from doing or trying anything, and even when things didn’t go right, he would pick me up and tell me to try again.

The meeting was being held at the local dive shop, and as I walked into the packed room, a nice lady asked me where my parents were. I told her my parents don’t dive, and I wanted to join the club myself. She then asked how I got there, and how I was getting home, and I replied, “On my bicycle.” Other adults in the room overheard us, and several asked my age, and I told them I was twelve.

Several of them laughed and said I couldn’t join unless I was sponsored. After all, who would take responsibility for a kid? Then I heard a voice boom over all the rest, and he had a strange accent. “Elaine and me. We will sponsor him.” The man and woman walked over and introduced themselves as Jon and Elaine. At the end of the evening, Jon put my bike in his car and gave me a ride home.

From the moment I met Jon and Elaine, they treated me like their very own son. If Jon was going diving on the weekend, he would give me a call, and I would drop everything to get ready and go with him. I had already been spearfishing since I was ten, but Jon made me a much better spearfisherman. He grew up on the Mediterranean, in the former country of Yugoslavia, and was an excellent diver.

One day Jon and Elaine asked if they could come over and meet my parents. During the visit, they said how much they enjoyed my company and said they were going down to the Florida Keys diving and spearfishing for a three-day Club weekend and wanted me to come along. My eyes were wide with excitement and in my head, I was screaming, Please say yes, please say yes. And they did.

I was used to being on Jon’s boat and knew what to do. I knew how to cast off, tie back up, and work the anchor. Those were my responsibilities. Jon also taught me how to drive the boat just in case I needed to move it in an emergency. Jon taught me how to do things the right way from the very beginning, so there was never any confusion. One of the things that he engrained in me was that the boat, as well as everyone in it, was my responsibility. I would help the guests get dressed and enter the water first, before I would get in, and I would always get out of the water first so I could help them get back into the boat.

My favorite thing to do was chase fish. If a guest shot a fish that got away, I would chase it down just to give it back to them. I was like a bird dog, but with fish. If the guest shot a fish and it slipped into a cave, my job was to dive down and dig it out. Everyone was always astonished at my helpfulness, but I just thought it was fun.

During that first weekend away in the Florida Keys with Jon and Elaine, we were joined by many others from the dive club, and we all stayed at the same hotel near the marina. We dove all day and returned late, and while all the adults walked off the boats to grab a cold drink and sit around the pool to discuss the day and plans for the next day, I went to work. The boat was my responsibility, and I didn’t need anyone telling me what to do. It needed to be washed, and after I washed the boat, I washed all the dive gear.

People kept seeing me walk by and placing their washed dive gear up on the drying rack. I remember one man asking Jon if I was his son or nephew, and he said that I was a friend. Then the man asked why he bothered taking me out diving. Jon replied that I was a better diver than any of them, that I never got tired, and that I took care of his boat, as if it were his own. Then he added: “Most of all, he’s a good kid.”

During the club’s first spearfishing competition, Jon had the very best divers in his boat, and they wanted to dive an area of the reef that was very deep. The method used was the boat would put out four lines, and the divers would get dragged behind the boat while it was in gear. They could cover more ground looking for big fish. Then when they saw a fish, they would signal through their snorkel with a honk, then drop the line, dive down and shoot the fish. The depth of water was 65-75 feet which at that time was deeper than I have ever tried to dive.

The event went on for several hours and I stayed with Jon in the boat. Finally, he asked me why I wasn’t in the water yet. I told him the water was too deep and I couldn’t dive that deep. “Bullshit,” he answered and abruptly stopped the boat. “Well, you certainly are not going to shoot any fish sitting in the boat.”

The other men gathered around the back of the boat and asked why it had stopped. Jon told them what I said, and they all paused. Jon told one of the men to get out of the water and drive the boat, and then Jon got in with me. He held my hand and told me to take three good breaths slowly, then dive. He and the other men stayed with me on my first dive all the way down to the bottom 75 feet below. When we all came up, they were cheering me on saying, “Not bad at all for a twelve-year-old.”

Jon gave me a smile and a wink and said he knew I could do it. The rest of the day Jon would point out fish and watch over me while I dove down and shot them. I had no idea what I was capable of, and of course Jon was beaming with pride that came from being my mentor.

Upon our return to the marina, our smiles quickly vanished when we saw an ambulance at the boat ramp. The EMT’s were pulling a man from a boat who was from our club and in the competition. They tried their best to cover him from view, but his blue hands were visible. It was the first dead person I had ever seen. After the boat was tied up, Jon told me to stay put while he and the other men went to find out what happened and if they could lend a hand. It was a very sad moment, as the wife of the man that died came running up and screamed the moment she looked under the sheet. Her whole world changed that very moment. I still didn’t know or understand what had happened. How could a person die spearfishing?

The ride home was filled with silence, broken by my questions about what had happened. But Jon didn’t answer me, and I realized he had been good friends with the man. When we got back to my house, Jon asked me to sit in the truck while he went in to talk with my parents. They both came out, got me out of the truck and gave me a big hug. They had heard on the radio that a diver from the competition had drowned, and they were terrified it was me.

Later that evening, my mom and dad sat me down and said they no longer wanted me diving because of the dangers involved in it. For the first time in my life I absolutely refused, and said no, I would not quit. My father looked at me and said, “Well then, you better learn as much as you can about diving, so you don’t end up breaking our hearts by getting hurt or worse.” Right then and there I swore an oath to them both that I would not only learn how to dive safely, but someday they would be very proud of the diver I would become.

Soon after the incident, Jon opened to me about his friend who died that day. He told me he drowned, but I couldn’t fathom how that could happen. Then he explained that the man drowned from “shallow water blackout.” When I asked what that was, he looked at me and said: “You promise me right now that you will never take more than three breaths, and no fish is ever worth your life!” I could tell Jon meant every word, and I promised.

What was it about “three breaths” and what was shallow water blackout? I wondered. I went to the library and checked out every book on spearfishing I could find, and there it was. In every book there was a dedicated chapter on the dangers of spearfishing, and the number one killer was shallow water blackout.

It’s a complicated malady that I found difficult to understand at my age, but all the books underlined how to prevent it, so I focused on that. First rule was to never hyperventilate, and that was why Jon was telling me to take only three slow breaths before making a dive. Next rule is to always give your body time to recover between dives, so you can not only re-oxygenate yourself, but also to get rid of built-up carbon dioxide in your body.

My plan was simple and one that was easy for me to remember. No more than three slow breaths prior to leaving the surface and stay three times longer on the surface between dives than I did on the bottom. If I was down for one minute on the bottom, I would stay at least three minutes on the surface recovering before diving again.

Superbowl Sunday was a big event in our house, and the game in 1974 was no different. My father was a proud Miami Dolphins fan and looking forward to the game. My mom scrambled around the kitchen making snacks and getting everyone drinks while my dad sat like the king of the house in his favorite chair as the game against the Minnesota Vikings got underway. That day would also be the day that defined the rest of my life. I liked football, but the best part of the Superbowl Sunday has always been halftime. Cheerleaders on the field, rock stars singing, and of course the commercials.

This particular year Budweiser Beer had a “This Bud’s for You” commercial for Navy divers, and it featured two Navy divers using a rock drill, to pull core samples from the ocean floor. I jumped up, popcorn went flying everywhere, and I exclaimed, “I am going to do that!”

My mom said, “No way!” But my dad just gave me a smile and said, “I bet you will.”

Now I was on a mission. I was going to be a Navy diver and I had five years to get ready. I asked my dad, who was a retired Air Force master sergeant, to take me to the Navy recruiter because I wanted to ask some questions. At first, he said I was way too young, and I would probably change my mind as I got older. But I was determined.

After relentlessly asking my father to take me, he finally agreed and walked me into the recruiter’s office. The recruiter happened to be a frogman, and a member of the Navy’s underwater demolition team. My father told him I wanted to be a Navy diver and the recruiter asked, “Why not a Frogman?”

Neither my father nor I understood the difference between the two, and the frogman did his best to explain: Navy divers work underwater, and Navy frogmen use the water as a method to get ashore and do covert operations, just as they might parachute out of planes to get to their intended target.

I still did not understand the difference so the recruiter broke it down even simpler. “Young man, do you think you could kill someone?” My father and I looked at each other and both of us said, “No!” at the same time.

“Then you want to be a Navy diver, not a frogman,” the recruiter said, then gave me a copy of the physical fitness test. Navy frogmen, who are now called SEALS, take a fitness test called BUDS, which stands for Basic Under Water Demolition School. The frogman explained, “The Navy dive school fitness test and BUDS are the same.”

If I could work on one thing, it would be the challenges in that fitness test. He told me not to take that test lightly, that seventy-five percent of highly fit men fail it on induction.

As I moved into my mid-teens, I was expected to get a job. Finding one wouldn’t be a problem, except I wanted one where I wouldn’t have to work on weekends, so I could go spearfishing. Just then our school started a program, called “work experience,” that allowed me to go to school just three hours a day from 7:00 to 10:00 am. Then I could work from 10:30 to 5:30 pm Monday through Friday. This was perfect as it allowed for me to have the weekends off to continue spearfishing, and I was working a full-time job while going to school.

If it wasn’t tough enough for me keeping my mom from freaking out every time I was out diving, in 1975 the movie JAWS landed in every movie theatre around the globe. My mom went bonkers after watching the movie, which also scared the wits out of my little sister. To this day, she still cannot put one toe in the ocean. But the movie did not phase me one bit.

Mom demanded that my father put a halt to me diving on the weekend, but fortunately my father wouldn’t hear of it. In fact, my father promoted my diving by helping me find my first boat at age fourteen. I was working full time and had more than enough money to buy a nice sixteen-foot runabout boat. Despite my mom’s constant protests, my father took me down to the boat ramp with friends on the weekend, and dropped me off, telling me he’d be back at 5 pm. “And don’t be late,” he would say.

I knew my passion for diving was putting a great divide between my parents, and I loved my father dearly for protecting me and my passion. Sure, my dad was not a waterman, nor did he ever go diving with me. But he taught me more about being a man than anyone. I watched my father working two and sometimes three jobs to give us a better life, only to come home and hear my mom upset, complaining about me diving somewhere.

Prior to going into the Navy, I stayed busy between school, full time work, working out, and diving on the weekends. I could not stand to be at home and hear them argue, and I wanted to leave as soon as it was possible. I graduated high school early and asked them both to sign for me, so I could enlist in the Navy at age seventeen.

Bootcamp was an absolute blast for me, and it was very much like my upbringing. I was expected at home to make my own bed, wash and fold my own clothes, and keep my room tidy, and the Navy expected the same thing. When someone messed up, we would all get punished. Again, it was just like at home. I shared a room with my two older brothers and if the room was messy, we all paid the price of my mother’s wrath. The only difference was the punishment in bootcamp was usually pushups, but I had been doing pushups for five years. It all was nothing more than a game to me and I breezed right through with a smile on my face.

Upon graduation from bootcamp, I was allowed to go home to see my family. My father picked me up alone at the airport and for the first time in my life he said to me, “Let’s get a drink at the bar.” I thought it was because I graduated, but it was a speech that parents hate giving their children. Dad and Mom were getting a divorce. I didn’t say a word because deep down I knew it was for the best. When we got home, I asked if I could go pick my sister up from school.

After dropping her at home, I drove down to Key West and cried the whole way. I spent the night in a hotel before returning home the next day. For the rest of my stay, I was numb and didn’t want to be there. I couldn’t wait to go to my next duty station, which was in Chicago. It seemed like my friends were all doing the same dumb shit from high school, but I had moved ahead and wanted more in my life. I no longer fit in and now I felt like an outsider. But then it dawned on me that I had a new family, the Navy.

It was the last time I would ever go home to visit my family.


Chapter 3

Deal is a Deal

I arrived at Great Lakes Naval Base just outside of Chicago in September of 1979. Back then, a recruit couldn’t go directly into the Navy dive school because the Navy wanted all sailors to be trained in a specific field first. That way, should you get hurt or drop out of training, you would have a job to fall back on. At first, I was told that I would become an engineman and be trained to work on diesel engines. Since that was one of the source ratings to become a Navy diver, that was fine with me. However, the Navy needed mechanics for the new gas turbine powered destroyers. So, when I got to Great Lakes, I was reclassified from engineman to gas turbine specialist.

It didn’t matter to me. I just wanted to get into diving school as soon as I could. I kept asking, if I do this training, will I be allowed to become a Navy diver? The classifier assured me yes, I could. I even went so far as to ask my chief and the officer in charge, and they, too, assured me I could, and I would be able to go to Navy dive school. I would later find out after I was assigned to my first ship, that they had all lied to me under the guise that the needs of the Navy outweighed my personal desires.

I plodded my way through the gas turbine mechanical school and graduated in the spring after a long cold winter at Great Lakes. Finally, my orders came for me to be transferred to a new gas turbine powered destroyer called the USS Stump. The ship was on a Mediterranean cruise and I needed to catch up with it during a port call. Along with those orders came a plane ticket on a commercial jet to Madrid. From there, I was told to take a bus or train to Rota Naval Base, Spain.

That may sound easy, but I was only eighteen years old, and was flying to Europe by myself. I called my dad and told him the news. He was shocked the Navy would put a kid on such an international travel itinerary by himself. “You can do this, Rick,” he said. “Just keep your head down and speak to no one. Always look like you know what you’re doing and where you’re going, just like you’ve done it in the past.”

I boarded the flight from New York to Madrid, and I must have looked incredibly young, because the flight attendant asked if I was traveling alone or with my parents. I proudly told her I was a third-class petty officer in the Navy going to my first ship. She said, “Bless your heart,” and moved me to first class. I landed in Madrid, found a train, and got down to Rota Naval Base, only to be told that my ship wasn’t there. It was in Sicily. I was given another plane ticket, and the next day I landed in Sicily. But again, I was told my ship wasn’t there.

After staying in Sicily more than a week, I was ordered to go to the military airport where I would catch a plane for Nice, France. I hustled over to the assigned runway, but there wasn’t a single plane in sight. As I stood there looking at the empty tarmac, a Leer Jet swooped down, and the door opened. The 6th Fleet chief of staff stepped out for a stretch and said to me, “Young man, your chariot awaits.”

Once inside, the chief of staff said the Navy was worried about me and had begun a search for my whereabouts. He apologized for his staff sending me all over Europe and traveling alone. I told him the advice my father gave me to which he replied, “Your father is a smart man.” Later that day I reported aboard my ship with my new friend, the 6th Fleet chief of staff. He personally made it a point to ask my commander to take good care of me.

Upon checking in, I was told my ship was on its third month into a six-month deployment and we would be traveling throughout the Mediterranean. Then we would cross the Atlantic back to our home port in Norfolk, Virginia. I politely asked when I would be allowed to go to Navy dive school, and was told that wasn’t possible, nor would it ever be possible, since there was a critical shortage of gas turbine mechanics.

I told my chief this was a big mistake, and that the only reason I entered the Navy was to become a diver. He replied that nothing could be done. For the first time in my life, I wanted to quit. I felt trapped and every day that passed, I went into a deeper and deeper depression. Throughout the remainder of the cruise, I focused on getting qualified on as many things as I could before the ship returned to Norfolk and I qualified as an engineering top watch.

Once back in Norfolk, we were supposed to stand down, which meant we would be off duty for a few months. However, the captain called us all together and said our ship was heading out again. He explained another ship could not make its scheduled Unitas cruise—sea exercises involving several countries—around South America, so we were taking its place. The captain was quite excited to tell us all that we were to be the Flag ship for the commodore during this cruise, which meant the commodore would be staying onboard our ship during the entire cruise.

I was thinking, great another six to eight months away from home port. How was I ever to get to dive school? The Navy dive school was just twenty miles away at Little Creek Amphibious Base in Virginia Beach, so I decided to go speak to someone there. I needed to find out for myself if anything could be done, or if I was doomed to spend the next six years as an engineer aboard a destroyer. I got an interview with a senior chief diver and told him my story. As soon as he found out I would be leaving shortly on another cruise, he handed me all the required paperwork to apply for the school. He told me to come and see him when I got back, and he would see if there was anything he could do.

I went back to my ship and was sitting on my rack (bed) holding all the paperwork when I came up with a plan. I figured I had absolutely nothing to lose. The worse thing they could do to me was send me to the brig, but I felt I was already in jail, trapped doing something I was never meant to do.

I filled out all the paperwork to the best of my ability, then carefully forged my captain’s signature. Next, I asked a friend if I could borrow his summer white jumper uniform. He asked why and I told him it was best if he didn’t know. His answer was yes, if I took his duty that Sunday. He was married and wanted to spend as much time with his family before we left for South America. Although I didn’t want to take his duty, I needed his jumper.

His rating was GMM3, which was Gunner’s Mate Missiles, and that was another source rating for Navy diver school. My rate, GSM3 Gas Turbine Mechanical, was not a source rating, so I was hoping no one would notice the difference in the one letter. I asked my chief for the following day off and jumped on my motorcycle and rode to Washington DC.

Driving up to the Pentagon, I was as nervous as a cornered cat and after I parked, I went through several security checkpoints. As I entered the building, my heart was pounding, my face was flushed, and I could not believe what I was about to do. But nothing was going to stop me from becoming a Navy diver. Looking for the Navy diver detailer in a building that was twenty-eight acres and five stories tall is a bigger task than finding a sugar crystal in a saltshaker. But lucky for me someone recognized I was lost and knew exactly where to take me. The sign on the door said, Master Chief/Master Diver Detailer, so I knocked loudly and stepped in. Even though the master chief had his back to me, I could tell he was covered in tattoos, and I noticed the name plate on his desk said, Mad Dog.

He spun around in his chair and looked like a Hell’s Angel biker. “What can I do for you, son?” I introduced myself as GMM3 Bettua and told him I wanted to be
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