
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
   foreign rights 
 
 
 
author Juli Zeh  
 
title  DECOMPRESSION 
 
original title NULLZEIT 
 
 © 2012 by Schöffling & Co. 
 
 
 English sample translation 
 
 
translated by Sally-Ann Spencer 
 
 
copyright for  
the translation Sally-Ann Spencer 
 
 
 
 
contact   Schöffling & Co.  
   Verlagsbuchhandlung GmbH 
   Foreign Rights 
   Kaiserstraße 79 
   60329 Frankfurt am Main 
   Germany 
 
 
   www.schoeffling.de 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

Juli Zeh – NULLZEIT / English sample translation 
© 2012 by Schoeffling & Co 

 
2/4 

(pp 68 – 72) 
 
 
Chapter 6 
 
 
The dive site near Mala was isolated and difficult to access. There was no hope of 
making a water-level entry. Instead you had to pick your way barefooted down a 
slippery cliff with your mask and fins lodged under one arm and a heavy tank on your 
back and then leap into the water from a rock. I pulled off the gravel road and we got 
changed on the black sand. Jola and Theo edged down slowly, carefully placing one 
foot at a time and waiting to help each other on the steeper bits. There was more of a 
swell than I’d imagined. Rather than letting them stand there and stare at the waves 
for any longer, I moved quickly. I went first, showing them how to cover their masks 
with one hand and weight belts with the other. Theo touched Jola’s shoulder lightly, 
then jumped. He came up alongside me and signalled ‘OK’. 
 Jola was still standing on the rock, her body language documenting a struggle. 
She was obviously giving her legs an order that they weren’t prepared to carry out. In 
the end she cast herself into the water, throwing herself forward too forcefully and 
hurtling towards me. I slowed her entry, grabbed hold of her and inflated her BC, 
taking care to keep her head above water. She was coughing and had let go of her 
regulator. I was keen to get below the surface as quickly as possible; we were still 
very close to the cliff. In the depths it would be calm. I gave the signal to dive, and we 
went under.  
 We were instantly enveloped by silence – the particular silence of the sea. 
Movements unfolded slowly, communication became a choreographed dance of 
gestures and signs. Beneath the surface, relationships were simple, needs were 
straightforward and reactions far-reaching. Diving ten metres below water meant 
travelling back through ten million years in evolutionary history—or arriving at the 
beginning of your own biography. Returning to the place where life had first begun, 
floating in water, mute. Without language, there could be no concepts. Without 
concepts, no reasons; without reasons, no wars; without wars, no fear. Even the fish 
weren’t afraid of us. Some came to take a closer look, and swam alongside us for a 
bit. If you kept still enough, they would stare intently at you through your mask. In 
exotic worlds tourists are also an attraction. I was fascinated by this underwater 
concord, hunters and prey living together, politely avoiding each other, the peace 
interrupted only by brief eruptions of hunger – not acts of treachery, just a generally 
accepted process of selection.  
 Despite the swell, visibility was excellent. The dive site, one of the most 
beautiful on the island, opened out before us. The bizarre volcanic landscape 
continued underwater, a lava city of turrets, pillars, archways and battlements. When 
the sun came out through the clouds above, we found ourselves inside a cathedral of 
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rising air bubbles and light. I felt happiness in my stomach like a fist. Theo was 
floating alongside me, looking up at the surface as well.  
 Jola was in trouble. To avoid a tongue of lava that extended like a wall into the 
water, I had guided the two of them along the edge of the reef. The seabed fell away 
vertically on the other side. A pair of grouper as long as fully grown men were lying 
on the reef as if admiring the view. Jola had swum out beyond them and was pushing 
out air bubbles far too frequently. Like a bird that hadn’t made up its mind whether it 
could really fly, she was staring into the depths. Vertigo is a serious problem 
underwater. With a few kicks of the fins, I was beside her and holding her arm. She 
whipped round, and for a moment I thought she was going to hit me.  
 Over the years I had come to respond automatically: the more a diver 
panicked, the calmer I became. My movements slowed down until I hardly knew 
whether I was doing anything or was simply present. Jola was staring at me through 
her mask with wide-open eyes. Her chest was rising and falling too quickly, she was 
hyperventilating. I squeezed her arm a few times to get her attention. When her 
eyelids stopped twitching frantically and she started to focus on me, I nodded 
approvingly: yes, that’s right. Slowly I put a hand to my mouth, then moved it away 
again and closed my eyes: breathe out. Wait. I opened my eyes: your turn. She 
breathed out, then drew a panicked breath, looking to both sides, then up to the 
surface with the thought of ascending again. I tightened my grip on her arm and shook 
my head: no. Look at me. Breathe out. Wait. Breathe in slowly. She started to copy 
me but her eyes were still round with panic. We found a common rhythm. Breathe 
out. Wait. Breathe in slowly. She was calming down. I let go of her arm, reached for 
her hand and shook it: congratulations, well done. Shyly she mirrored my ‘OK’ sign. 
When I went to swim away, she clutched hold of me: don’t abandon me! I saw that 
she was crying behind her mask. The feeling that you’re suffocating is one of the 
worst things you can experience. At that moment Jola needed only one thing: me.  
 Her pressure gauge was showing under a hundred bar. She had emptied half 
the tank in the space of two minutes. What mattered now was continuing the dive 
according to protocol. One of the most important lessons for beginners is that a 
diver’s problems must be solved underwater. Emergency ascent is never an option. I 
signalled to her that we would share my air supply. We had practised sharing a tank in 
the shallows. I pointed to my octopus and could see that she understood. Breathe in. 
Remove the regulator and switch to the octopus. Keep breathing. She handled it well.  
 We held hands. From now on we belonged together like conjoined twins, 
connected by two tubes to a single air supply. Slowly we started moving. I could feel 
her shivering, the hyperventilation had affected her circulation. She probably felt like 
she was freezing. As far as our gear would allow, I wrapped an arm around her waist 
and pulled her towards me. I couldn’t actually warm her up in the water, but coldness, 
like most things in life, is mainly a question of mindset.  
 Theo had followed the sequence with interest. Rather than looking for rays, he 
was watching us as if he had spotted the most interesting marine specimens that the 
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Atlantic had to offer. I steered Jola to the foot of the cliff, pointing out garish yellow 
sea slugs and showing her shrimps hidden between the rocks that waved their long 
antenna as we approached. I shone my torch on a starfish, bringing out its bright red 
hues. When Jola turned and smiled at me, it suddenly happened. I realized that I liked 
holding her close to me. I didn’t want to let go. I wanted to stay down there and look 
at sea creatures until the final reckoning. Jola sensed that I was shocked and drew 
closer to me. I pushed her away gently and signalled that she should switch back to 
her regulator in preparation for the ascent. She made the switch seamlessly. We 
separated. It felt like an amputation.  
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