“Through the Tunnel” found inThe Habit of Loving by Doris Lessing

Going to the shore on the first morning of the tayi, the young English boy stopped at a turning
of the path and looked down at a wild and rocky, laeng then over to the crowded beach he knew
so well from other years. His mother walked onront of him, carrying a bright-striped bag in one
hand. Her other arm, swinging loose, was very wihitde sun. The boy watched that white, naked
arm, and turned his eyes, which had a frown betiiach, toward the bay and back again to his
mother. When she felt he was not with her, she gvanaund. "Oh, there you are, Jerry!" she said.
She looked impatient, then smiled. "Why, darlinguwhd you rather not come with me? Would you
rather-" She frowned, conscientiously worrying owgrat amusements he might secretly be longing
for which she had been too busy or too carelesrdgine. He was very familiar with that anxious,
apologetic smile. Contrition sent him running atter. And yet, as he ran, he looked back over his
shoulder at the wild bay; and all morning, as lay@tl on the safe beach, he was thinking of it.

Next morning, when it was time for the routine wimming and sunbathing, his mother said, "Are
you tired of the usual beach, Jerry? Would you iikgo somewhere else?"

"Oh, no!" he said quickly, smiling at her out oathunfailing impulse of contrition - a sort of
chivalry. Yet, walking down the path with her, Herted out, "I'd like to go and have a look at
those rocks down there."

She gave the idea her attention. It was a wilddlopklace, and there was no one there, but she
said, "Of course, Jerry. When you've had enoughecanthe big beach. Or just go straight back to
the villa, if you like." She walked away, that bamen, now slightly reddened from yesterday's sun,
swinging. And he almost ran after her again, feglirunbearable that she should go by herself, but
he did not.

She was thinking, Of course he's old enough taabewithout me. Have | been keeping him too
close? He mustn't feel he ought to be with me. $tve careful.

He was an only child, eleven years old. She waglaw She was determined to be neither
possessive nor lacking in devotion. She went wogyiff to her beach.

As for Jerry, once he saw that his mother had glamee beach, he began the steep descent to the
bay. From where he was, high up among red-browkstatwas a scoop of moving bluish green
fringed with white. As he went lower, he saw thagread among small promontories and inlets of
rough, sharp rock, and the crisping, lapping s@fstwowed stains of purple and darker blue.
Finally, as he ran sliding and scraping down tisé¢ fiew yards, he saw an edge of white surf, and
the shallow, luminous movement of water over whdad, and, beyond that, a solid, heavy blue.

He ran straight into the water and began swimntitegwas a good swimmer. He went out fast over
the gleaming sand, over a middle region where rtaoktike discoloured monsters under the
surface, and then he was in the real sea - a waanwbkere irregular cold currents from the deep
water shocked his limbs.

When he was so far out that he could look baclonbt on the little bay but past the promontory
that was between it and the big beach, he floatetth® buoyant surface and looked for his mother.
There she was, a speck of yellow under an umhttedalooked like a slice of orange peel. He
swam back to shore, relieved at being sure shelveas, but all at once very lonely.



On the edge of a small cape that marked the sitleedfay away from the promontory was a loose
scatter of rocks. Above them, some boys were stgppff their clothes. They came running,

naked, down to the rocks. The English boy swam tdsvéthem, and kept his distance at a stone's
throw. They were of that coast, all of them bursstboth dark brown, and speaking a language he
did not understand. To be with them, of them, wasaaing that filled his whole body. He swam a
little closer; they turned and watched him withroared, alert dark eyes. Then one smiled and
waved. It was enough. In a minute, he had swunméhveas on the rocks beside them, smiling with
a desperate, nervous supplication. They shouteetftihgreetings at him, and then, as he preserved
his nervous, uncomprehending smile, they understioaiche was a foreigner strayed from his own
beach, and they proceeded to forget him. But hehappy. He was with them.

They began diving again and again from a high paiata well of blue sea between rough, pointed
rocks. After they had dived and come up, they swamind, hauled themselves up, and waited their
turn to dive again. They were big boys — men toyléte dived, and they watched him, and when
he swam around to take his place, they made walyiior He felt he was accepted, and he dived
again, carefully, proud of himself.

Soon the biggest of the boys poised himself, shatdinto the water, and did not come up. The
others stood about, watching. Jerry, after waitorghe sleek brown head to appear, let out a yell
of warning; they looked at him idly and turned theyes back towards the water. After a long time,
the boy came up on the other side of a big dark, fietting the air out of his lungs in a spluttgyin
gasp and a shout of triumph. Immediately, the séthem dived in. One moment, the morning
seemed full of chattering boys; the next, the ad the surface of the water were empty. But
through the heavy blue, dark shapes could be seemgand groping.

Jerry dived, shot past the school of underwatemsmars, saw a black wall of rock looming at him,
touched it, and bobbed up at once to the surfabererthe wall was a low barrier he could see
across. There was no one visible; under him, imthier, the dim shapes of the swimmers had
disappeared. Then one, and then another of thedawmge up on the far side of the barrier of rock,
and he understood that they had swum through samemhole in it. He plunged down again. He
could see nothing through the stinging salt watgtlhe blank rock. When he came up, the boys
were all on the diving rock, preparing to attentya teat again. And now, in a panic of failure, he
yelled up, in English, "Look at me! Look!" and hedan splashing and kicking in the water like a
foolish dog.

They looked down gravely, frowning. He knew theafro At moments of failure, when he clowned

to claim his mother's attention, it was with jusistgrave, embarrassed inspection that she rewarded
him. Through his hot shame, feeling the pleading gn his face like a scar that he could never
remove, he looked up at the group of big brown kmyshe rock and shoutetBonjour! Merci! Au
revoir! Monsieur, monsieur!" while he hooked his fingers round his ears andgheaigthem.

Water surged into his mouth; he choked, sank, agmé&he rock, lately weighed with boys,
seemed to rear up out of the water as their weigistremoved. They were flying down past him,
now, into the water; the air was full of fallingdies. Then the rock was empty in the hot sunlight.
He counted one, two, three . . ..

At fifty, he was terrified. They must all be drowgi beneath him, in the watery caves of the rock!
At a hundred, he stared around him at the empilsidh&, wondering if he should yell for help. He



counted faster, faster, to hurry them up, to btivegn to the surface quickly, to drown them quickly
- anything rather than the terror of counting od an into the blue emptiness of the morning. And
then, at a hundred and sixty, the water beyonddble was full of boys blowing like brown whales.
They swam back to the shore without a look at him.

He climbed back to the diving rock and sat dowalifg the hot roughness of it under his thighs.
The boys were gathering up their bits of clothing aunning off along the shore to another
promontory. They were leaving to get away from hiie.cried openly, fists in his eyes. There was
no one to see him, and he cried himself out.

It seemed to him that a long time had passed, arsiviam out to where he could see his mother.
Yes, she was still there, a yellow spot under amge umbrella. He swam back to the big rock,
climbed up, and dived into the blue pool amongfémged and angry boulders. Down he went, until
he touched the wall of rock again. But the salt s@apainful in his eyes that he could not see.

He came to the surface, swam to shore and wenttbablk villa to wait for his mother. Soon she
walked slowly up the path, swinging her striped,libg flushed, naked arm dangling beside her. "I
want some swimming goggles,” he panted, defianttmseéeching.

She gave him a patient, inquisitive look as she sasually, "Well, of course, darling.”

But now, now, now! He must have them this minutel ao other time. He nagged and pestered
until she went with him to a shop. As soon as sieelbought the goggles, he grabbed them from her
hand as if she were going to claim them for heyselfl was off, running down the steep path to the
bay.

Jerry swam out to the big barrier rock, adjustedgbggles, and dived. The impact of the water
broke the rubber-enclosed vacuum, and the gogglee ¢oose. He understood that he must swim
down to the base of the rock from the surface efwhter. He fixed the goggles tight and firm,
filled his lungs, and floated, face down, on théeraNow he could see. It was as if he had eyes of
different kind — fish eyes that showed everythitegac and delicate and wavering in the bright
water.

Under him, six or seven feet down, was a floor@figctly clean, shining white sand, rippled firm
and hard by the tides. Two greyish shapes stebegzd,tlike long, rounded pieces of wood or slate.
They were fish. He saw them nose towards each,qtbese motionless, make a dart forward,
swerve off, and come around again. It was like temdance. A few inches above them, the water
sparkled as if sequins were dropping through ghkigain — myriads of minute fish, the length of
his fingernail, were drifting through the waterdan a moment he could feel the innumerable tiny
touches of them against his limbs. It was like sming in flaked silver. The great rock the big
boys had swum through rose sheer out of the whitd,dlack, tufted lightly with greenish weed.
He could see no gap in it. He swam down to its base

Again and again he rose, took a big chestful gfaaid went down. Again and again he groped over
the surface of the rock, feeling it, almost hugging the desperate need to find the entrance. And
then, once, while he was clinging to the black wal knees came up and he shot his feet out
forward and they met no obstacle. He had foundtie.

He gained the surface, clambered about the stbaesttered the barrier rock until he found a big



one, and, with this in his arms, let himself dowiothe side of the rock. He dropped, with the
weight, straight to the sandy floor. Clinging tigbtthe anchor of stone, he lay on his side and
looked in under the dark shelf at the place whéesddet had gone. He could see the hole. It was an
irregular, dark gap, but he could not see deepiintte let go of his anchor, clung with his hamos
the edges of the hole, and tried to push himself in

He got his head in, found his shoulders jammed,eddkiem in sidewise, and was inside as far as
his waist. He could see nothing ahead. Somethifigaad clammy touched his mouth, he saw a
dark frond moving against the greyish rock, andgéted him. He thought of octopuses, of

clinging weed. He pushed himself out backward amdybt a glimpse, as he retreated, of a harmless
tentacle of seaweed drifting in the mouth of thentl. But it was enough. He reached the sunlight,
swam to shore, and lay on the diving rock. He lab#tewn into the blue well of water. He knew he
must find his way through that cave, or hole, omiil, and out the other side.

First, he thought, he must learn to control hisatrng. He let himself down into the water with
another big stone in his arms, so that he couldffertlessly on the bottom of the sea. He counted.
One, two, three. He counted steadily. He could Heamovement of blood in his chest. Fifty-one,
fifty-two . . . . His chest was hurting. He let gbthe rock and went up into the air. He saw that t
sun was low. He rushed to the villa and found haghar at her supper. She said only "Did you
enjoy yourself?" and he said "Yes."

All night, the boy dreamed of the water-filled camehe rock, and as soon as breakfast was over he
went to the bay.

That night, his nose bled badly. For hours he reehlunderwater, learning to hold his breath, and
now he felt weak and dizzy. His mother said, "ldda't overdo things, darling, if | were you."

That day and the next, Jerry exercised his lungsea®rything, the whole of his life, all that he
would become, depended upon it. And again his htegkat night, and his mother insisted on his
coming with her the next day. It was a tormentito to waste a day of his careful self-training, but
he stayed with her on that other beach, which reem&d a place for small children, a place where
his mother might lie safe in the sun. It was nestlheach.

He did not ask for permission, on the following déoygo to his beach. He went, before his mother
could consider the complicated rights and wronghefmatter. A day's rest, he discovered, had
improved his count by ten. The big boys had madeg#ssage while he counted a hundred and
sixty. He had been counting fast, in his frighblbably now, if he tried, he could get through that
long tunnel, but he was not going to try yet. Aious, most unchildlike persistence, a controlled
impatience, made him wait. In the meantime, haulagerwater on the white sand, littered now by
stones he had brought down from the upper airstutied the entrance to the tunnel. He knew
every jut and corner of it, as far as it was pdedib see. It was as if he already felt its shaspne
about his shoulders.

He sat by the clock in the villa, when his motheswot near, and checked his time. He was
incredulous and then proud to find he could hokldreath without strain for two minutes. The
words "two minutes”, authorized by the clock, brouihe adventure that was so necessary to him
close.

In another four days, his mother said casuallyranening, they must go home. On the day before



they left, he would do it. He would do it if it keld him, he said defiantly to himself. But two days
before they were to leave - a day of triumph whernlereased his count by fifteen - his nose bled
so badly that he turned dizzy and had to lie limghgr the big rock like a bit of seaweed, watching
the thick red blood flow on to the rock and tricklewly down to the sea. He was frightened.
Supposing he turned dizzy in the tunnel? Suppdséndied there, trapped? Supposing — his head
went around, in the hot sun, and he almost gavélaghought he would return to the house and lie
down, and next summer, perhaps, when he had anghes growth in him - then he would go
through the hole.

But even after he had made the decision, or tholuglhtad, he found himself sitting up on the rock
and looking down into the water, and he knew tlwat,rthis moment when his nose had only just
stopped bleeding, when his head was still soretlamdbbing — this was the moment when he
would try. If he did not do it now, he never wouldke was trembling with fear that he would not go,
and he was trembling with horror at that long, Iomgnel under the rock, under the sea. Even in the
open sunlight, the barrier rock seemed very wide\ary heavy; tons of rock pressed down on
where he would go. If he died there, he would hélwne day — perhaps not before next year —
those big boys would swim into it and find it bleck

He put on his goggles, fitted them tight, testeglstacuum. His hands were shaking. Then he chose
the biggest stone he could carry and slipped dweeetige of the rock until half of him was in the
cool, enclosing water and half in the hot sun. ¢tekéd up once at the empty sky, filled his lungs
once, twice, and then sank fast to the bottom thighstone. He let it go and began to count. He took
the edges of the hole in his hands and drew hintgelfit, wriggling his shoulders in sidewise as he
remembered he must, kicking himself along withfae.

Soon he was clear inside. He was in a small rockztdnole filled with yellowish-grey water. The
water was pushing him up against the roof. The veadf sharp and pained his back. He pulled
himself along with his hands — fast, fast — anddusis legs as levers. His head knocked against
something; a sharp pain dizzied him. Fifty, fiftgeg fifty-two . . . . He was without light, and the
water seemed to press upon him with the weighbdf.rSeventy-one, seventy-two . . . . There was
no strain on his lungs. He felt like an inflatedi®an, his lungs were so light and easy, but hasdhe
was pulsing.

He was being continually pressed against the sioaxp which felt slimy as well as sharp. Again he
thought of octopuses, and wondered if the tunnghirive filled with weed that could tangle him.
He gave himself a panicky, convulsive kick forwadldcked his head, and swam. His feet and
hands moved freely, as if in open water. The halstrhave widened out. He thought he must be
swimming fast, and he was frightened of banginghe&d if the tunnel narrowed.

A hundred, a hundred and one. . . The water p&etory filled him. His lungs were beginning to
hurt. A few more strokes and he would be out. He e@unting wildly; he said a hundred and
fifteen, and then, a long time later, a hundredfédt®kn again. The water was a clear jewel-green
all around him. Then he saw, above his head, & ctaming up through the rock. Sunlight was
falling through it, showing the clean dark rockileé tunnel, a single mussel shell, and darkness
ahead.

He was at the end of what he could do. He lookedtupe crack as if it were filled with air and not
water, as if he could put his mouth to it to dramair. A hundred and fifteen, he heard himself say
inside his head — but he had said that long aganH& go on into the blackness ahead, or he



would drown. His head was swelling, his lungs chagkA hundred and fifteen, a hundred and
fifteen pounded through his head, and he feebliglold at rocks in the dark, pulling himself
forward, leaving the brief space of sunlit watehibd. He felt he was dying. He was no longer

quite conscious. He struggled on in the darknessd®an lapses into unconsciousness. An immense,
swelling pain filled his head, and then the darkneacked with an explosion of green light. His
hands, groping forward, met nothing, and his fiieking back, propelled him out into the open

sea.

He drifted to the surface, his face turned up eoain. He was gasping like a fish. He felt he would
sink now and drown; he could not swim the few fesatk to the rock. Then he was clutching it and
pulling himself up on it. He lay face down, gaspikig could see nothing but a red-veined, clotted
dark. His eyes must have burst, he thought; thew Wl of blood. He tore off his goggles and a
gout of blood went into the sea. His nose was lhgg@nd the blood had filled the goggles.

He scooped up handfuls of water from the coolysat, to splash on his face, and did not know
whether it was blood or salt water he tasted. Adtéme, his heart quieted, his eyes cleared, and h
sat up. He could see the local boys diving andiptplalf a mile away. He did not want them. He
wanted nothing but to get back home and lie down.

In a short while, Jerry swam to shore and climbedly up the path to the villa. He flung himself
on his bed and slept, waking at the sound of feghe path outside. His mother was coming back.
He rushed to the bathroom, thinking she must netseface with bloodstains, or tearstains, on it.
He came out of the bathroom and met her as sheedaiiko the villa, smiling, her eyes lighting up.
"Have a nice morning?" she asked, laying her healdi®warm brown shoulder a moment.

"Oh, yes, thank you," he said.

"You look a bit pale.” And then, sharp and anxidit#ow did you bang your head?"

"Oh, just banged it," he told her.

She looked at him closely. He was strained. His eyere glazed-looking. She was worried. And
then she said to herself, "Oh, don't fuss! Notlwag happen. He can swim like a fish."

They sat down to lunch together.
"Mummy," he said, "I can stay under water for twmutes — three minutes, at least.”
It came bursting out of him.

"Can you, darling?" she said. "Well, | shouldn'emo it. | don't think you ought to swim any more
today."

She was ready for a battle of wills, but he gavationce. It was no longer of the least importance
to go to the bay.



