Sub School - Escape Training 
(My experience during Sub training school. 
And a promise I made when I was a kid. )
Escape Training
On my first day arriving at the Subbase in Groton, Connecticut, the tower loomed in the background, a rite of passage we all had to face. Rumors and wild stories abounded about this final test. Not much encouragement, more like nervous jokes.
The day came we got to see inside the chamber. It felt much smaller than I had imagined. First, one of the instructors squeezed in. "You first!" he said, pointing to a classmate. One by one, he sent each of us into the chamber. "Now you, and you," he said, pointing us out as he herded us inside. Every time I thought, okay, it's too full now, they managed to fit another guy in. And another. We were hot and sweaty, packed together shoulder to shoulder.
The outer hatch clanged shut. For a second, the lights blinked out, and we switched to emergency backup. There was enough light to catch everyone's anxious faces. The metal chamber looked cold. Water began filling the chamber all around us. I couldn't help but wonder - Why is it so hot?
By the time the water hit our shoulders and the pressure equalized, the instructor directed: "When I say, you'll exit the hatch, turn, and hang on to the rail above. When the diver taps you on the shoulder, let go, and do what we trained you to do." He added, "Do not forget your Santa Claus - Ho, Ho, Ho!"
A telltale hiss as compressed air whooshed in, pushing the pressure higher to match the outside water. I felt a sweat drop run down my face. We had to equalize the pressure on our eardrums, so they didn't pop. Everyone tried to keep their heads up, faces angled into the pocket of air left at the top.
That's when I heard it, short, sharp breaths next to me. The guy pressed against my right shoulder was breathing too fast, his chest heaving. In the dim emergency lighting, I could see his eyes, wide and unfocused. He was burning through the air pocket.
His anxious panicked breathing pulled me back. 
The creek, the whistle of the green switch cutting air. 
Rick's voice: "Don't just stand there, Spike!" 
Red welts on his legs. 
Me, like stone, scared, watching doing nothing! 
I could smell the earthy creek. 
Rick yanking his shorts up. 
His voice "I wouldn't have let them do that to you, Spike."
(pause)
Not this time. Never again.
I shifted in the cramped space and pressed my hand against the sailor's shoulder. Firm. Steady. His eyes snapped to mine. I held his gaze and gave a slow nod. "You got this," I said, quiet enough that only he could hear. "Breathe with me. Slow." I exaggerated my own breathing, in through the nose, out through the mouth, and watched him try to match it. His shoulders dropped an inch. The hyperventilating slowed.
I kept my hand there until I felt him steady. No one else seemed to notice. (pause) It wasn't much, just a hand, a look. But it was everything I hadn't done that day by the creek.
The instructor ran us through the last, scariest part, the "blow and go." Which meant ducking through the hatch, trusting the Steinke Hood to lift you to the surface and feed you air as you rose. The danger wasn't being propelled up, it was at depth, the air in your lungs is compressed, and as you rise, it expands. The only way to survive is to keep breathing the air out of your lungs faster than it can swell. Why we shouted "Ho, Ho, Ho!" all the way.
When the instructor indicated it was my turn, I ducked through the hatch, turned to face it, and grabbed the bar. My mind was racing. Calm down. Can't chicken out now. Just do what you were taught. I felt the tap, took a breath, raised my arms over my head, and interlocked my thumbs. "Ho! Ho! Ho!" I bellowed. The trick was to breathe shallow and exhale all of it with every breath. I hoped I wouldn't get snagged by one of the divers stationed along the ascent, ready to haul you into a bell chamber if you weren't following procedure. In moments I was breaking the surface and bobbing out of the water.
It was exhilarating. I wanted to do it again. Instead, I found myself diving headfirst into something a lot more dangerous than a training tank.
