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1. Escape from Death

My brother, Terry lived in a small island off the coast of Sri Lanka in
Asia. For two or three years he had been inviting my daughter, Linda and
I to visit his family. We had long intended to take his offer, but Sri Lanka
was far from our home. Besides, Linda was busy taking her swimming

Last summer, some tragedy happened to Linda. During a routing
training, she dived to the swimming pool and accidentally crashed her
head against the bottom of the pool. She was rushed to the hospital and
brought back to life. But, her neck was so badly injured that her body
below her waist was paralyzed®. Her Olympic dream was totally broken.
She couldn’t accept such a cruel fact that she had to live with her
wheelchair for the rest of her life. She fell into a deep depression. Her
doctor suggested that we take a long vacation during the Christmas
season in order to bring her back to normal. So I quickly made all the
arrangements and flew off to Sri Lanka for a three-week vacation.

We flew to Colombo, the capital of Sri Lanka first. Then we took
another flight from Colombo down to Sri Lanka’s southern tip. Finally, a
ferry® brought us to the island where my brother lived.

It was a small community of brick and tile homes, along with a few
shops. A Buddhist temple was on top of a little hill. Most islanders lived
together on tiny lots inland from the coastal road. On the other side of the
road, fronting the bay, were the even more modest homes of fishermen
and their families.

In contrast, my brother’s home is a huge octagonal® house. About
100 curving steps lead to its entrance. The porch overlooks the coastal
bay. There are multiple terraces, a swimming pool, and the lush garden
that wreathe it all. All together like a frame setting off a painting.

We were wg.rmly welcome by Terry and his three children. Linda and
I quickly settled into a life of total relaxation. It was like being on a
luxury cruise ship just offshore. Household staff took care of our every
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need as we talked and read books on the porch. We were aware of the
vibrating engines of fishing boats heading out to sea and the steady
rumble of buses and vans along the road on the mainland, yet isolated in
our own little world. This soon made us feel like the vacation of a
lifetime.

Before long, our routine was fixed. Every morning I settled Linda
down in the shallow water next to the beach for a sunbathing, then I took
my morning swim in the sea. Terry would join me as I stroked through
the calm waters, going clear around the island. During those swims,
gliding@ through the gorgeous greenish-blue sea under a cloudless sky, it
was impossible to imagine that life could get any more peaceful. Or,
troubles of any sort could find us here.

In the fourth day morning in the island, I was in the middle of my
morning swim, about a quarter-way around the island, when I heard
Terry shouting to me.

“George, come back! There’s something strange happening with the
ocean!”

I glanced across the sparkling waters to where Terry was waving his
arms. At first, I couldn’t understand why he sounded so anxious. It was
another perfect day with barely a ripple® disturbing the surface of the sea.

Then I felt a powerful tug© as a surge of current began pushing me
toward the shore. I felt myself rising, buoyed by a sudden rush of water.
At the same time, I noticed there was a commotion along the shore in
front of the harbor. Children were running from the beach in terror and
screaming for their parents. Fishermen were rushing about, trying to
control their boats and lash them more tightly to trees and stumps.
Already it was too late. Pushed by the sea, the brightly painted
catamarans were crashing across the coastal road, slamming into the
fragile homes.

My own situation quickly became alarming. It was as if I was in an
elevator in a tall building. I rose several feet, then several feet more, and
kept rising... 30 feet in just two minutes. The current swept Terry and me
toward a beach farther down the bay, away from my brother’s home. I
had to stop myself somehow and searched for something to grab onto. As
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I hurtled past one of the few fishing boats that had not yet been ripped
from its moorings®, I managed to grasp its hull and hang on. So did
Terry. It was pure luck: The only reason that boat held fast was because
it was wedged between a palm tree and the barely visible roof of a
submerged fish market, a solid concrete building. Nearby, we could hear
the shouts of women and children trapped inside fishermen’s huts that
were fast filling up with water.

As the sea level continued to rise, the cries receded into the
distance, replaced by a frightening quiet. Clinging to the boat, I had
frantic thoughts of my daughter. “Where’s Linda?” I asked my brother,
feeling a growing sense of dread. He pointed toward the flooded houses.
“She must be over there,” he said.

I looked to the west and could hardly believe what I saw. The harbor
was getting smaller and smaller, steadily swallowed by the water. The
beach Linda was taking sunbath was totally under deep water. I scanned
all about, but she was nowhere in sight. My heart sank. Although I was
not a religious person, I suddenly found myself praying, “Please, God,
let her be alive. ” As the massive current swirled® around me, I felt small
and helpless. !

As Terry and I hung onto the catamaran’s hull, we finally figured we
were safe. The water level had fallen to the point where we could both
feel the sandy bottom. He let go of the boat first, and waded® along the
shore. Hesitated for a short while, I started to follow. However, it
turned out that my hesitation was a huge mistake. The water, now
sweeping back out of the bay, picked up force and took me along with it.
I was sucked toward the sea, as wrecked fishing boats flowed past me on
all sides. From the safety of the shoreline, Terry watched me
disappearing beneath the torrent.

My instinct told me that I wouldn’t survive unless I found something
to hold onto. I tried to swim toward one of the fishing boats, but the
current pushed me back. I had visions of being swept out to open ocean.
Keep calm, don’t panic, I told myself. ‘

Seemingly out of nowhere, another little catamaran appeared behind
me, around 30 yards to my left. I put my head down and raced for it.
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Swimming with my remaining energy, I managed to grab the outrigger log
that was fixed to the hull, and pull myself onto it, gasping. My weight
must have slowed the boat because I soon found myself in shallow water,
then stranded in the sand.

I looked up to see a fisherman wading out toward me. Taking my
hand, he silently guided me to my brother, who had just guided Linda
down from a tree. The waters had never reached her, and she had waited
there, clinging to the treetop, until the current drew back. We hugged
tightly and tried our best to console® each other. I could see cuts and
bruises on her, but she shrugged them off.

As I could imagine that Linda had been in real trouble. When she was
taking sunbath in the shallow water next to the beach, the water suddenly
grew very deep. As she tried swimming to Terry’s home by her arms, the
strange sudden current beat her back. The harder she swam, the more it
receded into the distance. Panicked, she turned to swim back to the
beach, and realized the entire shore had disappeared. Seconds later, a
rush of water carried her off toward the harbor. All around, Linda could
hear a great crackling sound, like a million pencils being snapped at
once, as boats were torn off their moorings. Somewhere nearby people
were screaming.

Gasping for breath, she saw that the raging waves were now carrying
her through the village. To one side, a man clinging to a tree reached out
to grab her, but just then the water sucked her beneath the surface. She
missed his hand by inches.

Linda began tumbling underwater helplessly, as bits of wood and
other debris bashed® into her from all sides. She knew she had to
somehow get her head above water, but had no idea anymore which way
was up and which was down. Suddenly, she felt a taut rope against her
body and promptly seized it. Pulling herself along its length, she broke
through the water’s surface and saw that the rope was attached to a tree
which is entirely underwater.

Her body was now stretched out horizontally, in the direction of the
surging water. For the first time, she started worrying about her life. She
told herself, “Just hold tight and stay in this position. You'll be okay. ”
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