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Brittle Stars. Hank had heard about them. And he had seen pictures in magazines and on the internet. But he had never seen any of these magnificent creatures in real live. Until now. Here, only a few meters below the surface, there were hundreds, maybe even thousands of them. They were lying close to each other and stacked upon each other. The foot of the bridge; the base of the ‘Zeeland Brug’, appears to be an excellent biotope for these fragile starfish. The strong current moving through the tidal water of the ‘Oosterschelde‘ brings in large amounts of food. By raising their arms and extending their tube feet, the Brittle Stars catch particles floating by. Flexible, slender and elongated arms which are easily released, leaving predators by surprise and giving the Brittle Stars the opportunity to hide away. Thanks to regeneration, well known in many Echinoderms, the lost body parts recover quickly.

The five prickly arms can grow up to ten centimeters and are extremely variable in coloration. While the arms usually are white or grey with darkened bands; contrary to most life in this region, the Brittle Stars also show splashing violet, purple, red and yellow colors. In the small beam of Hank’s flashlight the animals showed their full spectrum of magnificent and enchanting colors.

Mike used his forefinger and thumb to make a gesture. His fingers made an ‘O’ to ask Hank if everything was okay. Then he had a look into Hank’s mask and waited for a reaction. Like divers are used to, Hank answered by using the same signal: “Everything Okay.”

His buddy pointed at his console; the device dangling over Hank’s shoulder. Depth 10 meters; pressure 120 ATM. Plenty of air left so Hank signaled ‘Okay’ once again. Nevertheless Mike used a clenched fist and raised thumb to indicate Hank to return to the surface. As his buddy had made more dives than Hank, they had agreed upfront that Mike would be the dive leader. Down here, there was no place or time to discuss each other’s experiences. Certainly not to discuss leadership.

Slowly both divers went up. The bubbles coming out of their breathers tumbled and danced their way up to the surface. As both men experienced it was hard to maintain their position in the strong current. Staying in their position was a necessity as only a few meters downstream there were fish traps waiting for prey. They would not be the first people who had to free themselves out of the tangled lines. And if they would succeed to free themselves, cutting the nets with their diving knife, angry fishermen would chase them for having their traps destroyed.

Above their heads a school of big, slender fish moved gracefully along the piers of the bridge. The animals were large. At least half a meter of length. At every pounding, clapping sound, created by motorists driving across the bridge, unknowing of the events taking place down the specular surface, the fish would quickly move from the piers into the open water. Out of curiosity they returned only a few seconds later. Light and sound, surprising as it seems, were very emphatical down the water.

Close to the rampart they were able to stand up in the water. Mike and Hank had to lean on each other to untie their flippers. As the weightlessness of the water no longer helped; the full weight of their scuba tanks appeared to be much heavier than before. The dike wall was overgrown with seaweed and algae. The strong current and the heavy weight of the tank on their back made it difficult to climb up to the slippery basalt. They had to use their hands and feet to return to the top of the dike wall.

When they removed their diving mask and opened their close-fitting diving suit, the sultry spring air dried their body and hair.

“So?” Mike was the first to ask.

“Ni-ice.”

“First drift dive, son?”

“Yep.”

Mike released his weight belt. His right hand reached underneath the loose bumper at the front of his car, searching for the place he had hidden his car keys. He opened the trunk of his car and grabbed a bottle of mineral water.

“Got to get rid of that salt,” he gasped. “That was hard work son. Swimming against the current.”

“You can tell! I don’t want to know how my legs will feel tomorrow…I’m already exhausted. Hey Mike, those big fish near the bridge. Do you know what kind of fish they were?”

“Mullets. Thicklip Mullets I guess. You can tell by the swollen upper lip. But I must say I didn’t have a chance to kiss one of the ladies, so I’m not sure.”

Hank laughed and thankfully accepted the cold water out of Mike’s hands. Standing at the parking lot under the bridge, he had a superb view over the water. At the other side of the waterway there was the green coast of the former island ‘Walcheren’; behind him the skyline of ‘Zierikzee’. Skyline wasn’t the right word; there only were a few old churches to be seen from here. Beautiful ancient buildings; every year thousands of tourists came to see them. Famous old buildings in a small village. A soft sizzling sound made Hank look around.

“Yeahhh, had to give my friend a hand,” Mike grunted with pleasure. “That is…after all that cold water he has become my little friend!”

Even though Mike stopped peeing, the sizzling sound didn’t stop.

“If you ask me, you’d better shutdown the air from your scuba tank instead of playing with your little dick!”

“Oh great. You spend a fortune to get the best equipment and it still doesn’t work.”

A lapwing flew over the tide pools, squeaking its way back to its nest. Despite the firm wind it really was a beautiful day.

“Why did you want to go to the surface Mike? There’s plenty of air left in my tank.”

“I know kid. I had a look on your instruments before I signaled you. I thought we could make a second dive. A few kilometers ahead there’s a great diving spot. Calm water. Great view. Nice to relax. You know: float in the water, empty our tanks…”

“Sounds great,” said Hank. He started to take of his suit.

“Just a sec,” said Mike. “I’ve got some plastic rags in the back of my car. You can put one on your chair, so you can drive in your diving suit. Saves us time. And it will save those poor people from having to watch your naked butt.”

“Well thank you sunshine. Don’t you forget to sign my diving log, will you?”

“I’ll do it lateron. Two at once. Saving us more time son.” Mike grabbed the plastic rag out of his car. Took his diving knife from the holster, hanging at his ankle, and cut the plastic into two pieces. Threw his knife on the chair next to him; handed one part of the plastic to Hank and wrapped the other part around his own chair. “Come on, let’s go!”

Mike had to bend his legs to fit into the small car. He stepped on the gas, giving Hank a hard time to keep up with him, driving along the small country roads. More than once Hank felt like having a heart attack when he had to avoid oncoming cars. They were pushed from the road by Mike and now desperately tried to get back on track; then suddenly noticed the dark blue car of Hank driving in Mike’s slipstream and were pushed back into the bank of the road.

Finally Mike stopped. After this deadly drive Hank was relieved he could safely park his car at ‘Ellemeet’, a diving spot Mike had told him about many times before. A beautiful beach, tucked away behind the dunes. Those dunes were the only problem. A major, high obstacle you had to climb before you would be able to walk along the sloping beach into the brackish water. Carrying the equipment all the way to the top of the stairs made it a heavy climb.

Shredded flags fluttered on the roof of a food truck. The car was unmanned. No one there to service any lost guests this early in the season. A plastic tray with some leftover fries, ketchup and mayonnaise shuffled in the wind; squeaking along the parking lot like a piece of chalk on a board.

Stepping out of his car, Hank felt the remaining water gouging in his suit.

“You know what I don’t like about wet suits Mike? Every time you go into the sea, it’s reloaded with water. And that water feels so cold…”

“I have nailed that problem a long time ago.”

“Yeah, I know, you bring along some hot water. I did bring warm water, but I already used all of it at our first dive.”

“No, no, no buddy. No need for warm water; all you have to do is piss in your suit. Nothing as warm as your own piss!”

“Damned Mike, you can be so disgusting.”

“I know. Disgusting and wet. But warm! Anyway, talking about wet. You like a wet pussy don’t you?”

“Hmm… yes, why?”

“Great! Then I will take your girlfriend first tonight!”

“Piss off, jackass…”

“Alright. We’ll dive into the wetness together than…,” said Mike self-satisfied. “Come on, let’s climb those fucking dunes.”

Mike secured his weight belt. Placed his scuba tank on his back and started walking the endless stairs.

“Hey, wait a minute. We haven’t done our buddy check yet,” Hank yelled to Mike who already was halfway the stairs. “I need to check your gear!”

Not bothering to look back, Mike answered: “Just a formality son; we’ve done it at the bridge. No need to do it over and over again…”

The stairway was a heavy test. The scuba tank and weight belt at least weighed 25 kilo. The reward was indescribable. An almost deserted beach; calm water seductively sparkling in the sunlight. Black-headed Gulls, screaming their famous laughter from behind their black masks, flew into the direction of the North Sea. Although invisible from this place at the beach, the sea was only a few hundred meters away. The water waiting in front of the two divers was a former sea arm
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