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FOR GRANNY CODD


 

I’m up to my waist in dark water, looking back, looking forward. It’s early. No one else is on this New Zealand beach apart from Alex, my travel companion and friend, who is standing by the sand dunes, wrapped snugly in a coat and scarf. She waits, a distant moral support, ready to call for help if I start to drown. The waves are calm and cold and I’m looking for shapes, which is difficult, because that’s also exactly what I don’t want to see. So I’m looking while trying not to look. Skimming the sea with my eyes.

I wade and wade until I have no option but to swim. I spot something ahead of me, far out in the water. A black dot rises up and then it’s gone. Might have been a trick of the eye. But then – maybe I see another one. Yes. There are two.

I want to go back to the beach.

A glaring crimson line splits the sky. I’m so out of my depth I could put on stilts and still not touch the bottom. I can barely see Alex. She could be anyone, over there. And in here I am no one. A pair of legs, a pair of arms, a pair of fast-breathing lungs. In here I’m too human. And now my pair of human eyes sees that those black dots aren’t dots any more. They’re fins. Unmistakably. They’re about 20 metres away. They’re coming closer. Then they’re gone.

No word could be large enough to describe the size of my panic. Fear courses through me, setting my mind to a state of hyper alertness. My reflexes hone in on every noise, every sensation, and recoil. What’s that? What’s this? What’s beneath me? Is it under my feet?

I start to sing, hoping that the sound of my own voice will make this situation feel more familiar. What comes out of my mouth is not something I’ve ever sung before. It’s tuneless. More just a rhythm. I sing, ‘Please go away please go away please go away’ in a falsely upbeat tone, like, no, this isn’t bothering me, there aren’t any sea creatures here, ‘Please go away.’ But, at the very furthest reaches of my brain, I can also hear myself thinking something else. A phrase I cannot say out loud.

Come here.

And then it does: a single black shape directly in front of me; a monolith rising up, leaning forward, sinking down. It’s the fin of a dolphin. An adult dolphin. And it’s so close. Four metres away. Three.

It is silent. Eye level. Touching distance.

And now gone. But I have no idea where.

There’s a sudden spurting noise behind my head. Pah.

I thrash and turn. It’s gone again, with nothing left to show for it. Not even a ripple.

I realise that the dolphin must be circling me. It is darting between my naked feet, the master of grey water I can’t see through. When I look up more fins are approaching. This is quite a lot like a nightmare. More awful than a nightmare though: with my eyes open it gets worse. Two more fins are coming. How can this be an experience that little children dream of? Who could think that swimming with a pod of dolphins would be a fun thing to do? Why did I think it would be a fun thing to do? These creatures are wild. Indecipherable. Anything could happen.

Still out of my depth, and very much outnumbered, I’m close to hyperventilating. I’ve got to go. I’ve been in for less than ten minutes but it’s too long and I’m not ready. I start to swim back to shore. I need Alex to be bigger. I need to be bigger. Because right now I am tiny and I don’t like it.

Some time ago, a man I met told me he’d dived with two wild dolphins. His name was Paul. As Paul and his dive buddy floated underwater, the dolphins started to mimic them, raising themselves up as if standing, hovering soundlessly opposite in the blue. Staring.

Paul’s friend, James Deane – the owner of a dive shop in South London – is also suspicious of wild dolphins. When we talked about fear and the sea, that’s what he told me. ‘The only time I’ve ever been truly scared was with dolphins,’ he said. That was during a dive in which he found himself surrounded by fifty of them, or more. The water was murky, he said. The dolphins had smiley faces, he said. When he saw them he thought, They’re up to something.

As soon as my feet meet the seabed, I can breathe again. Until this moment I never realised how closely my feet and lungs worked together. I can stand and not lose my breath. I can look back out to the open water, and, with solid ground underneath me, the fins don’t seem like so much of a threat. They’re still sinister, yes, but they’re further away now. And Alex is closer. I wave to her and a coat-wrapped arm waves back. Good old Alex. Now I can see there are other people gathering on the beach, only they’re stripping down and pointing at the fins and looking enthralled, not scared.

I try to picture this scene the way they’re seeing it.

Black fins good.

Black fins good.

They’re coming into the water, these people – two men and a woman – and they’re so delighted to be here; to be this close to the pod.

I want to be that delighted.

A large wave looms. Two shadows are caught inside it and they’re racing. The other bathers squeal with pleasure. There’s a baby dolphin playing near them now. It jumps. Makes a splash.

For a second, this looks almost enjoyable. And in that moment I feel myself being pulled towards them. There’s a current inside me, dragging me back. It is terrifying. And I can’t seem to escape it.


Part One

We Dive


1

Big Fear


‘Dive only when feeling well, both physically and mentally. You should be confident about the dive. Be sure the dive and its activities are within your capabilities. Remember – diving is supposed to be fun.’

DIVE SAFETY PRACTICES SUMMARY,
PADI OPEN WATER MANUAL, 1999–2007



I learned to fear fish over several years, never knowing I was taking secret lessons. According to the research I’ve been doing, that’s how these things can happen. At the moment of birth we pop out phobia-free, scared only of falls and loud noises, until life teaches us otherwise. For my mum’s mum, Granny Codd, the lesson came when she was still a baby: her sleeping aunt (my great-great aunt) rolled on top of her in the bed. She might have suffocated had her mother (my great-grandmother) not heard Granny’s muffled cries. Even now, in her nineties, she still can’t stand her face being covered or touched. Not by hands. Not by fabric. Not by water.

In our earliest stages, all of us have the potential to be Little Albert, a baby who’s famous in psychological circles for appearing, in 1920, in a short but influential film and report. When Little Albert entered the world of science, he was nine months old, had been borrowed from his mother, and was judged to be emotionally stable. Monkeys, dogs, rabbits – none of them bothered him. Not until two psychologists decided to strike steel with a hammer whenever Little Albert touched a live white rat. Like all babies, Albert didn’t enjoy the loud noises. Loud noises made him cry. But that didn’t stop the psychologists striking the steel – quite the opposite: they kept it up. Soon, whenever he saw anything furry, Albert would become afraid and start crying. He had been conditioned to associate furry things (rat) with horrible things (steel hit with hammer). And suddenly Albert was scared not only of rats, but of dogs and rabbits too. He even became scared of items that were barely related to rats – inanimate things like seal-skin coats and a Santa Claus mask decorated with cotton wool.

Poor Albert. Nobody seems to know what became of him – if the scientists then un-scared him, or if he spent the rest of his days tormented by furs and Christmas. We don’t know if his mother gave her consent for the experiment, or if she was able to help him feel better again. We still don’t know Albert’s true identity.

My own phobia was different. It didn’t come on that young, or that fast. Fish did not concern me for most of my childhood. Spending long days at Granny Codd’s beach hut, I played in the sea every moment I could from late spring until late autumn, relishing the time I had with a grandmother who cared for me; kept me loved, fed and entertained while my mother was at work. Back then, on the rare occasions fish made an appearance, I was delighted, running back to Granny – Mum, too, at the weekends – to report all that I’d seen. I wasn’t even afraid when I witnessed a classmate shriek his way out of the water near the beach hut. He’d been stung on the foot by a weever fish, and cried so loudly it made my own feet throb. Still I returned to the sea.

Perhaps my classmate’s distress was some kind of foundation lesson for my later ichthyophobia. Perhaps that was the earliest seed of doubt. Ladies and gentlemen, exhibit one.

Exhibit two could easily have been Jaws, the film that launched a million sea- and shark-related fears. My cousins and I watched the movie so many times it took a bite out of my confidence – and theirs too. Even though great white sharks have never been seen near Poole, where I grew up, splashing about in the shallows. Even though Jaws is clearly made of rubber. Even though Peter Benchley, the creator of Jaws, spent much of his later career championing sharks as innocent creatures. ‘A human being is still more likely to die of a bee sting, snake bite or, Lord knows, automobile accident than by shark attack,’ he wrote in the Guardian in 2000. ‘It’s also important that we understand that the shark is not invading our territory, threatening our homes or livelihoods; we humans are the trespassers.’

According to Peter Benchley, if a shark chooses to attack us that’s our fault, not the shark’s. You shouldn’t be in its domain. Except when the sea looks only blue and boundary-free, knowing you’re in the wrong place seems near impossible.

Perhaps the shape of the shark is the clue: their bodies seem designed to indicate DANGER. KEEP AWAY. The dorsal fin like a sharpened arrow. The continuous snake-like motion of their tails. The purposeful black eyes. As Philippe Cousteau – son of Captain Jacques – wrote, ‘The eyes [when a shark approaches head-on] are almost invisible, because of their lateral positioning, while the slit in the half-opened mouth, and the three regularly spaced fins give him the appearance of a malignant and terrifying symbol imagined by some Aztec sorcerer.’

I am, of course, aware that while all sharks are fish, not all fish are sharks. And that most fish don’t even have the means to injure anyone, let alone end a human life. I know that there are many reasons not to be scared of this watery animal group. But similarly to poor Little Albert, those links have become entrenched. Here I am, twenty-eight years old, now living in London, more than 24 crow-flying miles from the sea, feeling more afraid of fish than ever before. And when I go back to Poole, to where I grew up – when I’m pushing Granny along the beach-side promenade in her wheelchair, listening to her stories – when she teases me about cooling off with a quick dip in the sea – I look at the waves, see each one as a fin, as DANGER, and I shudder.

Ridiculous though this fear might sound, apparently I’m not alone. The Barbadian singer Rihanna, I’ve read, feels the same way about fish. Brad Pitt, meanwhile, is scared of sharks, and Taylor Swift is creeped out by the thought of sea urchins. That’s just the world of celebrity gossip.

Closer to home, I recently heard about a woman who was so phobic of fish she couldn’t even sit with someone eating it. An employee of hers spilled the beans. He told me that, whenever his boss held business meetings at restaurants, no one would be allowed to order anything fishy off the menu. I wonder what she didn’t like about fish. Perhaps it was the slime. Perhaps it was the eyes. Was it live fish as well as the cooked ones? Was it the smell?

I wondered what fish had done to her.

My phobia could be so much worse, I know. I could be scared of something I encounter every day. Like germs (mysophobia). Or sunlight (heliophobia). Or trees (hylophobia). I could be, like some unfortunate people, afraid of falling asleep (somniphobia). Although if I continue to have nightmares about fish appearing spontaneously, falling asleep might become the next part of the problem.

In fact, my fears have already grown bigger than pure ichthyophobia. Because, when I contemplate them properly, I can see that they are no longer exclusive to Jaws or weever fish. Over time, my phobia has expanded into a phobia of all sea creatures. Especially the big ones. Especially the huge ones with black eyes. Like whales. Whales are clever. They know what they’re doing. The thought of meeting a whale gives me palpitations. ‘The first sight of a whale in the water is terrifying,’ wrote Jacques Cousteau. I can believe him.

My fear now is also not only a fear of enormous, fish-like things. It’s tiny fish-like things too. The things I know are there but aren’t. And emotionless things. Expressionless things. Does ‘ichthyophobia’ cover expressionless things?

What’s the word for being a land-locked woman who dreams of great white sharks in her mother’s dining room, hovering between the sideboard and the table, projecting their bloodied gums and gnashing their teeth? For someone who walks to her work at a urological clinic, comparing, with a shiver, the heights of the buildings she passes to the lengths of giant squid tentacles? Who files away pictures of bladder cancers without a moment’s pause, but cannot think of coral reefs without the colour draining from her face?

These things mutate. Long after Jaws there was a small fish bite in Mallorca, right on my thigh, without me seeing it coming. The bite drew blood. A few years later, when I was fifteen, on a snorkelling trip to the Great Barrier Reef, I had my very first panic attack, all because fish were clustered around my face. From that point on, I knew I had a problem.

I used to love sea-swimming.

*

One day I form a plan. The plan is inspired by spiders. Eventually this plan will lead me through fear, folly and death. It will lead to a fish so terrifying I can barely conceive it exists. But all that is a long way off.

The plan is set in motion on a Friday night, while I’m trying to blot out my London life – something I try to do almost every weekend. On this particular Friday, instead of spending our free time looking for new towns to move to, or travelling back to Poole where Granny Codd sits in her nursing home (instructing us to enjoy ourselves without her in one breath; hinting at how more visits would be welcome in the next – ‘The other people here are so dreary and dull’), my boyfriend Ted and I pick the third of our stock weekend options and ride the train to Oxford, his childhood home. We’ve been doing this since we first got together, five years ago, during a writing course: spending a weekend with his parents every month or two for a break. There’s clean air and good company here. A happy interlude from grimy London.

On the Saturday, after a day of canal walks and reading, Ted pub-hops with his mates and I catch up with an old school friend who’s living on the other side of the city. Over pizza and wine, Mandi tells me she was recently enlisted in an Oxford University trial that looked at conquering fears with cognitive behavioural therapy (CBT) – a therapy that talks through issues by linking thoughts and feelings with bodily reactions. Mandi’s fear was spiders. And her fear of spiders was huge. After a general CBT introduction, she says, the researcher showed her pictures of spiders on a computer screen. These were interspersed with words, some positive, some negative. Don’t look away from these spiders, Mandi. How do they make you feel? Mandi freaked out. She started to shake. Her heart rate rocketed. She tells me she thought she was actually going to die.

In another part of the trial, Mandi was shown a dead house spider in a sealed transparent petri dish, then asked what would happen if she was forced to hold the spider in her palm. ‘I’d have to cut my hand off,’ said Mandi. ‘I would never feel clean again if I didn’t.’ I laugh when I hear this. Mandi laughs too. But she stresses she wasn’t exaggerating. She says, ‘I genuinely would have had to cut off my hand.’ The first time she said this, during the trial, the researcher didn’t laugh. Instead she talked Mandi through that feeling, helping her to think more objectively about the situation – that the spider was dead; that it was safely sealed away in plastic – and eventually Mandi was able to hold the edge of the petri dish. It was an improvement.

The last task of the day involved seeing just how near Mandi could get to a tarantula in a tank. The tank was down the end of a corridor, a fair distance away from the room they had spent their time in. Despite the distance, for a long while Mandi couldn’t even enter the start of the corridor. She would take a step in, panic, then step back. Keeping behind her, patiently waiting, the researcher timed Mandi’s progress with a stopwatch. After a very long while, full of retreats, hesitation, tremors and sweating, Mandi came as close as one metre away. She could not get any closer.

Throughout these tasks the researcher performed therapeutic activities to remind Mandi she was safe, to top up the rational part of her brain – the part that says spiders are mostly harmless; that you’re much more of a threat to them; the kind of thing Granny Codd will say before telling you to leave the little spider in her hair. (‘It’s a money spider,’ she says. ‘Don’t let me forget to buy a Lottery ticket for Saturday.’) More importantly, the researcher taught Mandi exactly how panic responses work: that fear cannot grow infinitely. Our bodies cannot sustain it. Instead it reaches a high point and then plateaus. You have to stay with your panic, Mandi learned. If you run, your body thinks that’s the only option it has to feel safe again. But if you stay with your fears and wait, if you watch your responses work, you’ll see that your body will calm itself in time.

Mandi tells me how, a few weeks later, she went back to the Oxford researcher for a follow-up. Again she was shown pictures. Look at this spider. How does it make you feel? With what she had learned before still fresh in her mind, this time Mandi freaked out less. The sweats were down. The shaking was under control. She was calmer with the petri dish. And when it came to the tarantula, Mandi was able to walk straight up to it without hesitation. More. She could touch the tank.

Mandi still feels apprehensive of spiders, she tells me. But not the kind of scared that makes her think she is going to die. If she keeps up the CBT, she reckons, she might even be able to touch the spider itself one day. Her phobia’s on the wane.

On my way walking back to Ted’s parents’ house, I make a resolution. I am going to try my own experiment. Following Mandi’s example, but without a team of academic researchers, I am going to build up my resistance to fish; to take the fire out of my phobia; to use my rational brain and trick the rest of me into compliance.

Yes, I think, walking the lamp-lit pavement I’ve walked many times before. And for that I’ll need to find my own underwater tarantula.

My chest tightens. With every footstep I take the idea grows. And so does the size of the fish I think about facing.

Back in London, the idea continues to gather momentum, never more so than when I’m at work. When I’m standing in the urology clinic’s windowless filing room, punching holes in blood test results. When I’m rearranging boxes for our next audit. When I’m counting the minutes until I can shut down my PC. At the clinic, my purpose feels pointless. In London, too. In this set-up that I’ve built over the past few years. Anyone could do what I’ve been doing, and end up with the same result: an existence which is bland, but salaried; that only works to sustain its own continuation. I tell myself how lucky I am. I have a place to live, a person to love, and a job that pays more than the minimum wage. But it feels like something’s missing.

I’d thought that, by this age, I might feel like an adult. Independent. Free. I’d thought I’d be breaking out and having adventures; earning more than small change to be hoovered up into London’s bottomless money pit. Ted and I could be exploring right now. Doing all the things we’re able to do before we’re in a nursing home ourselves. But we aren’t.

I contemplate the options. It’s not enough for me to keep dipping my toes in British waters, then run out. A short snorkelling trip might test me, might get my heart rate pumping, but I know that it won’t involve coming face to face with my tarantula. I want something grander, more enduring. I want to track down the biggest, scariest fish in the ocean, look into its massive eyes, and say ‘I’m not afraid.’

Online, at home, I search for it: the largest; the one with the darkest mouth and heaviest look. I want eyes that stare. A tail, veering. A body that goes on and on. One contender rises above the others. Putting myself beside it in my mind, I break out into goose bumps and pull away. If I go ahead with this I’ll need to learn how to get close. How to stay immersed. It dawns on me: I’ll need to learn how to scuba dive. Then, once that’s done, I must learn how to make myself swim with it. The biggest fish of them all.

The mighty, monstrous whale shark.

Suddenly, my next few months have meaning. They have shape. In the midst of that shape I imagine quitting my job. Leaving London with Ted and staying out of it. Meeting Goliath. If I do all these things, I will not only deal with my phobia of fish, but perhaps use the process to tackle my other fears too. That would be good. I have loads.

Now is not the right time to think about those, however. Now is the time to focus and be practical. To make this work. Since leaving school I’ve scraped savings together, hoping that one day I will have somehow amassed enough cash for a house. I check the funds. I’m a long way from a half of a deposit, but if I’m careful I could have enough to leave work for a few months before I become officially poor. Investing in adventure beats bricks and a mortgage. Mum has bricks and a mortgage, and they’re an endless source of complaints. Granny Codd has her own bricks too, and all they’ve done is given her something to lose; something to miss. Learning to dive, on the other hand, conquering this fear, is something that no one can take away from me. The bricks and the mortgage can wait.

In the evening, before Ted comes home, I look up flights. Places to go. Courses to take. With perfect synchronicity, my friend Alex calls to say she wants to go on a pals’ trip to New Zealand. She asks if I’d like to come along and fulfil our nerdish ambitions to wander the land of The Lord of the Rings. It will cost more, but still it could fit with my plan. If I join Alex I can come back to the UK via Thailand, home of cheap diving and whale sharks – a visa will let me stay for up to thirty days.

Once Ted gets in from work, he and I talk it through. He’s not enjoying his job either; is bored of writing emails for a customer service department. Since I’m quitting, he could quit too. We exchange ideas. Ted isn’t fussed about New Zealand – ‘Very happy for you ladies to invade Hobbiton without me’ – nor is he bothered about going in on dive lessons. Instead he proposes to join me after I’ve found myself a whale shark. To holiday in the calm after the storm.

Together we form the rest of the plan: once I’ve defeated fear itself, the two of us will have a low-cost inland adventure in Chiang Mai and Bangkok. After that, back in the UK, I will move down to Bristol, a place we’d both like to live in, and volunteer on a farm so I can stay near the city rent-free. While I’m volunteering I will also look for jobs in the local area. As soon as I’ve found one, Ted will leave his job and come down to Bristol to join me. We will rent a house together – in Montpelier, maybe, or as close to Clifton as we can afford. I’ll support us while Ted bags a new place to work. We will escape. We will be happy. No longer will we be renting our home off his parents as we have for the past five years; we’ll be properly self-sufficient, and I will not be worried about being stuck. Or perhaps the diving will spark something else entirely. Perhaps we’ll move abroad, to somewhere with clear, warm water and luscious fruit trees. Maybe I’ll become the next Captain Cousteau, living a life of colourful romps. If I can learn to conquer my phobia, anything will be possible.

Everything is falling into place.

I book the flights first. Then I plot out a month’s worth of travels: two weeks with Alex at the start, two weeks with Ted at the end. After more weeks of careful research, I eventually focus on the whole point of the trip, and book on to a scuba diving course in the Gulf of Thailand. The only time I’ve dived before was in my local swimming pool. I was eight years old and spent the ten-minute taster session pretending to be a mermaid. The pool was fish-free and child-sized. It was no more than 2 metres deep. The most dangerous thing that could have happened in there was being kicked in the head by a fellow clumsy mer-kid. But now I’m going to try scuba diving in the open water of the sea: four days of training that start in the classroom and end 18 metres down in the Gulf. And then I’m going to enter the water with a whale shark – a fish whose tail alone grows to three times the length of my entire body.

On the day I hand in my notice at work, I can barely concentrate. My line manager receives my letter, acting disappointed, and offers to keep my job open. I can go back there on my return, he says; keep my admin manager role; even take a higher salary. I thank him and turn him down. Nothing will stop me cutting my ties to London.

After I walk out of his office my exhilaration continues to grow. New purpose. New possibilities. New Zealand. It’s all fine as long as I don’t think about the specifics – like what happens when I’m on my own after New Zealand. Like the practicalities of learning scuba in Thailand. Like running out of money. Specifics like the monstrous whale shark itself.

Nor do I want to face the guilt I have for planning to go away. I try not to think about willingly eroding our house deposit to embark on a personal journey. Or about making myself unavailable to visit Granny Codd in the home, despite knowing how bored and jaded she’s getting. While I’m trying to deal with big fish in Thailand, my mum and aunt Josie will be the only core family visitors Granny can rely on. But that will be OK. It has to be OK. Perhaps it will encourage her to socialise with her fellow OAPs.

When I start to make my plans known I receive encouragement: from colleagues and friends who understand the pull of my ambition; people who cheer me on. Ted seems as excited as I am. Perhaps it’s because he knows better than most how agitated London life has made me. He must be looking forward to an end to the tears and complaints. Even Granny, who I’ve never seen enter the sea – who’s gathered numerous personal stories, throughout her long life on the coast, of the terrible things it can do – urges me on the telephone to get out there and have fun, to keep a journal about my time, then send it for her to read. When I see her in person, she goes one step further and asks if she can come to Thailand with me – fails to remember, as she often does these days, that her legs don’t work any more; that she can’t stand up without being flanked by carers. It seems mean to remind her of why she must stay put. But soon enough she forgets and is cheerful again.

Elsewhere, my constant chatter about my plan alerts me to the presence of many divers. It turns out the country is full of them – divers who know more divers, all of whom have stories about what diving has done for them. I can’t get enough of these stories. I begin to collect them and keep them close, hoarding them as evidence that what I am planning has worth.

One day, a friend of a friend puts me in touch with a diving instructor called Alex – not the Alex I’m going to New Zealand with, but another (male) Alex – and he agrees to have a chat with me on the phone. This Alex tells me he’s never liked swimming, particularly when he’s out of his depth. But when he dives and he can see where he’s going, all that ocean-related stress evaporates.

‘Scuba diving isn’t for everyone, definitely,’ he warns. ‘But there’s a lot of people who think it won’t be for them, and actually it is. A good mate of mine won’t normally even go in the sea at all, but in scuba gear he’s as happy as Larry. It is absolutely possible to conquer fears you have at the beginning, and just go really far with it.’

This Alex makes me think that my self-prescribed immersion could actually work. Never mind the other things he tells me. About drowning. About death. Ignore, ignore, ignore. Now’s not the time.

Online, I come across a diving shop in South London, and wonder if talking to anyone there will help me prepare for my fish-seeking adventure. This shop is a specialist shop for divers who have received, or are receiving, what is known as ‘technical’ training. These divers, also called ‘teccies’, are trained to go deeper than the standard dive qualification of 30 metres, and sometimes stay underwater for several hours, breathing in specialist mixes of air: compositions like trimix, a gas made from helium, nitrogen and oxygen that reduces the likelihood of hallucinations, along with other deep-sea hazards. I want to know who these people are, that can enter the sea so confidently, leaving their land-legs behind them for so long.

I put together a grovelling, long-winded email, begging to visit. A short answer comes back the next morning: ‘Yep that is not a problem the door is always open if you would like to pop in.’ When I turn up during my next day off, on a Friday afternoon, I meet the shop’s owner, James Deane (the man who doesn’t trust dolphins), for the first time. His shop is quiet – it’s a weekday after all – and filled with intense-looking scuba kit, a 1950s motorbike and multiple items salvaged from wrecks. Bullets, portholes, a steam whistle, an old metal helmet. James offers me a mug of tea. He tells me about how he dives D-Day wrecks in Normandy; how last year they found a tibia and fibula inside a sunken ship, then a load of other bones nearby. (‘We brought them together and laid them to rest there,’ he says. ‘We tried to find the skull too, but we ran out of time at the bottom before we could.’)

By the time I leave, my brain is awash with tales of scuba adventures, not to mention a fair few notes about dives going wrong. I find myself wanting to know much more – like a bystander gripped by the sight of unfolding disaster, watching a tidal wave rearing its head before it rolls over to crush them – and James gives me permission to be his shop’s writer in residence whenever I can. Granny Codd will love this, I think to myself, as I read what I’ve jotted down.

On my next visit, during a bustling Saturday, fear is on the agenda. I sit on a stool beneath the masks and observe what’s going on, listening for anything I can hear that might help me cope with my own issues. Whenever a customer comes to refill their tanks, buy new equipment, get measured for a drysuit, or simply stop for a chat, I start by asking each of them the same question: ‘Are you ever afraid in the water?’

Even among these veterans, some of whom have dived to depths of 60 metres or more – twice the maximum limit allowed in advanced recreational diving – the answer, to my surprise, is mostly yes. This is not what I expected. Shouldn’t learning to dive shake off those fears of water and darkness and creatures? I consider the idea that the therapy I’m planning might leave me with more phobias than I started with.

Please no. That’s not allowed.

Out of all of the customers who stop by, Paul, a crinkly-eyed man who works in telecoms, the guy who watched dolphins mimicking him and his dive buddy, is just about the most talkative diver I meet. When we speak about fear, Paul tells me he’s dived with oceanic whitetips, a fast-moving, unpredictable shark with a chilling reputation for targeting castaways. They are thought to have attacked a huge number of shipwrecked sailors in the last century alone. They have been accused of killing nearly six hundred floating survivors from the torpedoed USS Indianapolis in 1945, for example, as well as up to eight hundred from the torpedoed RMS Nova Scotia in 1942. Jacques Cousteau is said to have described whitetips as the ‘most dangerous of all sharks’. Yet Paul says that, on his dive, they were fine. The appearance of an ocean sunfish, however, a large but docile creature with a glove-like body and bulbous eyes, ‘scared the life out of me.’

Later he describes an incident which happened to him almost 40 metres down, and which affected him for many years afterwards. During this dive both of his breathing regulators started to freeflow – letting air out of his tanks at an uncontrolled and unsustainable rate. As he tried to sip from this flow and stay breathing, seawater rushed into his mouth. Going straight up to the surface from that depth could easily have brought on the bends, an affliction caused by the body’s inability to reabsorb nitrogen bubbles due to quickly rising pressure: these bubbles can block blood flow, swell organs, contort the body (i.e. bend it) and cause death. But going straight up to the surface was all Paul wanted to do. Instead he was forced by necessity to share air from his buddy’s tank. Together they made a slow and careful ascent back to the boat, giving their bodies the time they needed to decompress on the way, letting all that nitrogen dissolve instead of expand.

‘I’ve relived that a few times,’ Paul tells me. But he made himself keep diving. It’s like getting back into the driver’s seat after a car accident, he says. ‘You’ve got to train yourself. Put it in a box.’

Another tec diver, Raf, shows up to drop off some air tanks for filling. At first he emphatically tells me he’s never been scared, and I buy it. Then he laughs. He’s pulling my leg.

‘I get apprehensive when it’s silted out,’ he says. ‘When the visibility is crap.’ I picture diving and not seeing a thing. Imagine what could be in there, sensing your movements when you can’t sense it. Not even being able to tell when you’ve slipped between a gigantic pair of jaws.

Raf and James joke about someone they know who was so afraid on a dive that he emptied his air tank while still underwater – a rarity in diving, and highly dangerous. After hyperventilating away their own supply, this person had to move in on their buddy’s and quickly ascend to safety.

‘Some people get spooked more than others,’ says Paul.

No doubt.

Of the sixteen divers I talk to during my initial two days in the shop, only two are female. Sam is the first of these, and also the first to reply to my question without any hesitation.

‘Are you ever afraid in the sea?’ I ask her.

‘Yeah!’ she says, widening her eyes. She’s afraid when she snorkels. She’s afraid when she can’t touch the bottom. She’s afraid when she sees deep water. But still she gets in, and there’s nothing she wouldn’t try swimming with. Sam tells me about how she once dived with a thresher shark, a species that grows up to 6 metres long.

‘It did a sweep back and circled us, three times, and each time it came past it got closer. I kept muttering to myself, Small mouth. Small mouth. But it was amazing. I could have walked on water when I got to the surface.’ Thresher sharks rarely attack divers or swimmers. One source I read tells me that only five cases of thresher-on-human attacks have ever been documented. Even so, Sam must have felt like she’d cheated death.

That luck can quickly run out though; the dangers of the ocean rising up without a warning. James Deane shares stories of numerous friends lost at sea, including his old business partner, Bob. Bob, like James, was a technical diver, with decades of experience logged in his books. But eight years ago, on a dive in France, he signalled ascent to his buddy and never arrived at the surface. James thinks he had a heart attack on the way, but his body was never recovered.

‘Depths kept drawing him deeper and deeper,’ says James. ‘He always said divers like him didn’t live long past sixty. He disappeared two weeks after his sixtieth birthday.’

Tales of diving deaths continue. And although I’ve never heard them before, they feel familiar, as if a part of my brain was made to receive them.

‘My friend, Chris, died on a dive,’ James tells me. ‘It was all bad luck. His rebreather unit [a piece of kit used to recycle the breath and make a deep dive last longer] packed up. When he bailed off that, to a back-up tank, the regulator – his mouthpiece – got somehow pulled out from his mouth. Then his back-up reg got stuck. Because he couldn’t reach it to breathe he passed out underwater.’

After that comes the man who set up his gear wrong, and went in to convulsions from oxygen poisoning. Then the crew member who died while diving off a tourist boat in Egypt. ‘He might have lived if the equipment had been better,’ explains Raf, who watched it happen. Other accidents can only be hinted at. The memories are too grim.

Hearing these tales, just a snapshot from a growing global community, it’s striking the number of people I meet who do ignore the warnings, all fully aware that death is only a lungful away. Who continue to go back down and risk their lives, sometimes being very afraid while doing so. Do they think they’re special; somehow protected from mortality? Or are they just, like Paul, all squishing their fears into boxes, weighing down the lids with compressed air?

Perhaps that’s a trick I’ll need to learn.

James’s weekend assistant, Ethan, who wears a fluff of new moustache and a black Cousteau-style polo neck, is the only one whose story bucks the trend.

‘My brother loved diving,’ he tells me. ‘But he got bent on a training dive in Chepstow. He had a headache. The doctor said he could either do nothing and risk brain damage, or go into the decompression chamber. He’s fine now, but he doesn’t want to do it any more.’

James notes my expression and picks up his cup of tea. ‘We talk people out of more stuff than we sell,’ he says.

I ask him if he’s ever thought of giving up himself, and he ponders this for a moment. ‘When Chris went, I wanted to pack it in,’ he tells me.

James takes another slurp of his tea, and lays it down on the counter.

‘What are we doing, eh?’ he says.
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Strange Fish


‘No one but you can say what calls you to scuba diving.’

INTRODUCTION,
PADI OPEN WATER MANUAL, 1999–2007



As my trip to Thailand approaches, and my remaining days in the clinic are increasingly numbered, more and more of my conversations are haunted by the prospect of scuba diving – even more than the prospect of big fish. I wonder what these whale sharks are luring me into.

When Ted and I are at home in the evenings, I fret aloud about what might happen out there.

‘Do you think I’ll die?’ I ask him, as he sits at his computer, sorting through a batch of music downloads.

Ted doesn’t stop to look up. ‘Nah,’ he says.

‘I might die though,’ I say.

‘You’ll be fine, Gogs.’

I fold my arms. ‘If I did die would you miss me?’

He sighs at his screen.

‘Hello?’

Ted lets his head loll and pulls off his headphones. ‘Of course I’d miss you.’

‘But?’

‘But you’re not going to die. You’ll splish around, have a whale shark of a time, and then we’ll go get massages and curries.’

‘You think?’

He picks up his headphones, puts them back on, and pulls a face like a comedy bulldog, with a downturned mouth and droopy eyes. ‘Yep, yep, yep, yep, yep.’

Meeting with a couple of friends for a Sunday in the countryside, I discuss my upcoming travel plans by the fire in their living room. Outside, leaf-stripped oak branches hang with pellets of ice. Thailand could not be so far away, nor feel so close.

‘Scuba diving is mental,’ says my friend MC with a grimacing enthusiasm. ‘There are so many things to go wrong. You could get lost, be swept away by the tides, not be able to see what’s coming, run out of air …

‘I mean,’ he continues, ‘I think about going diving and I imagine all the water streaming out of the seabed, and me just tumbling on to the rocks. At the surface, looking down, that’s what I think about: falling. Even the thought of the air bubbles freaks me out.’

MC’s cousin, Beth, agrees. ‘I hate the idea of not being able to escape,’ she says. ‘You can’t just jump out, can you, or you’ll get the bends.’ Beth tells me she did the Open Water course – the course I’m about to do – with her husband a few years before. ‘I hated it,’ she says. ‘That bit where they make you take off your mask underwater is the worst. You can’t see, you have to find it, put it back on and clear all the water out of it with your nose. I cheated. My instructor shouldn’t have passed me but he did.’

A few days later, at my request, Harry – MC’s father – sends a message to me outlining the full story of his own first dive in the sea. ‘I was really surprised,’ he writes. ‘We were in the Great Barrier Reef, up near Cape Tribulation, and out of sight of land, and I was very much looking forward to it. Our instructors had told us what to do and what to expect, so I put the gear on and jumped into the water. As soon as I did I couldn’t breathe smoothly or calmly, and I had all this heavy kit pulling me down; water was coming into my mouth.

‘I was in there five or ten minutes at the surface and I was terrified – we were constantly drifting, and the boat seemed to be much farther away every time I came back up – but the instructor said he would accompany me down to 10 metres to see the reef. He said it wasn’t deep but it felt like a fucking long way to me. It was very difficult to suppress the feeling of panic, and not shoot right back up to the surface. But if I had shot back to the surface I’d have been in trouble.’

Scuba diving is clearly a risky activity, especially when, like Harry, or the man who inhaled his whole tank full of air, the diver starts to panic in the water. Depending on the diver, there are all sorts of things which might trigger that panic. There’s the feeling of constriction from the wetsuit, which tightens the deeper you get, a sensation that, for some, is like strangulation. There’s the sense of claustrophobia sometimes caused by the mask, which clings around the eyes, restricting the vision like blinkers. Some people feel claustrophobic just from being in the water, or can’t stand the sensation of it washing over their face – like Granny Codd. And don’t forget the panic that can be triggered by fear of darkness. It is awfully dark in certain stretches of the sea.

Panic from these things, or anything else that’s troubling me, and a speedy surface from the depths could burst my eardrums, rupture my lungs or bring on a case of the bends. Alternatively, if I find myself alone, snagged in netting or seaweed, unable to calm down enough to work my way out, I could just huff up my air supply and suffocate. Or lose my apparatus and simply drown.

I’m trying to take Granny’s approach to all this new unpleasantness – the approach she’s used for as long as I can remember, for scraped knees, splinters and more. This approach provokes her to ask, if you’ve stubbed your toe for instance, whether you’d like her to take away that pain by stamping on the toes of your opposite foot. ‘You won’t notice the pain in the first one after that,’ she will say with a smile.

Her approach works in this context, up to a point: the more I hear these kinds of diving stories, the less space I have to ruminate on fish. That can only be a positive.

Except, what I learn about whale sharks doesn’t make me any less nervous. The whale shark is a formidable creature, with the power to do huge damage with its mighty bulk and powerful oesophagus. In adulthood it weighs over 20 tonnes. As my trusty Scholastic shark book puts it, that’s ‘heavier than a school bus full of passengers’ or ‘more than three male African elephants’. That’s by no means the only impressive statistic. Their mouths are, on average, 1.5 metres wide. They filter through 6800 litres of water an hour. When fully grown they have zero natural predators.

There’s a lot that I still don’t know about whale sharks, however – despite the nerve-wracked reading I’ve been doing. Such as whether or not one would swallow a human whole. I want to believe that it wouldn’t, but for a fish that sucks in that much water per hour it must be possible. Recently a friend let me know that only one person has ever been killed by a whale shark, and that was because they swam inside the whale shark’s mouth for a dare. In doing so, said my friend, this human killed both himself and the fish. So far I’ve found no evidence to back this story up. Instead, as I dip into the internet to look at whale shark attack videos – the latest on my recently closed tabs, published by the Daily Star, ‘Shark “EATS fisherman” then spits out camera in HORROR GoPro clip’, not only contains the wrong shark but also no human injury – I come across an article that’s both legitimate and alarming. The report is posted on the Divers Alert Network (DAN), a respected scuba diving safety organisation established more than thirty years ago.

Title: ‘Diver was virtually swallowed by whale shark’.

Subtitle: ‘A clearly annoyed whale shark appeared to attempt to swallow a diver. Uncharacteristic behaviour by a known gentle giant.’

The article discusses how a woman accidentally hit a whale shark on entering the water to dive with a group. Following this, the largest whale shark present began ‘swimming directly at divers with its mouth wide open … [Multiple] divers were able to swim out of its path.’ Some forty minutes later, still in the water and trying to take a photograph, the female diver recalls being ‘hit hard by the whale shark,’ then ‘sucked into the mouth of the whale shark, head first, and half swallowed up to her thighs.’ She was soon ejected back into the water with only a ‘minor abrasion’ to her hand. But despite the fact she survived mostly unharmed, I find myself unable to stay optimistic. The shark’s behaviour seems to me like a warning: a massive fish attempting to do damage. Did it intend to swallow too, or did its gag reflex kick in? I’m determined to track down someone who knows and find out.

In the meantime, this story reads as an exercise in the obvious unpredictability of wild animals. And also as a lesson in how not to swim with a whale shark. A commentary beneath the report warns other divers to ‘always be aware of the potential risk when diving around marine animals … regardless of preconceived notions of danger or safety’; to ‘respect their space’, and to look ‘before entering the water.’ I will do all of these things. If a whale shark starts to tail me it can have as much space as it likes. That’s if I can get away fast enough. Though if the next evidence I find is anything to go by, escaping could prove difficult.

This comes via a video entitled ‘Whale shark attacks diver’. It was uploaded to YouTube by someone called ‘72Herminator’ in late 2012, and, by the time I watch it (the first time of many), it has attracted well over one million views. In ‘Whale shark attacks diver’ we are in deep water, a shiver of adult whale sharks swimming above us. I look on, gripping the sides of my chair, as one splits from the rest of the shoal, and approaches the diver filming. The shark seems to have picked this diver especially. It charges at the camera, its vast mouth opening and closing. Internal folds of skin flap in the current, shredded like torn rags. It looks as though the cameraperson is trying to swim back from the whale shark as fast as they possibly can, but whoever it is does not give us a commentary: underwater, surrounded by scuba gear, they do not speak or shout. Nor can they get away.

That could be me, I think.

After a minute of tense chasing, the shark changes tack and makes for another scuba diver instead. The scale of the shark when filmed beside this person is spine-chilling. So too is the way it relentlessly sticks to the end of the diver’s fins, following their every move. As a silent tussle plays out between them, there is no sense of up or down, just the endless blue of an abyss. It looks like the shark is pushing his foe to the depths, subjecting him to dangerous pressures. Vast clouds of bubbles pour from the victim’s respirator – a sign of panic, much like his flapping hands. As these bubbles obscure the camera’s view, anything could be happening behind them. When they clear the shark is still pushing him on.

At the end of this four-minute video, orange text zooms from the front of the screen to the back, like the opening credits of Star Wars. ‘It looked scary … ’ this text says, ‘But the whale shark was only playing or interested in the bubbles!!!’ I have no idea how the filmmaker reached this conclusion. Can anyone claim to know what a whale shark is thinking? Surely losing control underwater is not something to be made light of with bright font and perky exclamation marks. An adversary like that could push you down to depths
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