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"It is not down in any map; true places never are." ~Melville

––––––––
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“Not afraid, Sela?” 

Our small research vessel drew close to the markers signaling the site of our next descent. Sam always asked me that question. He was the only one on the team who knew about my claustrophobia, a strange affliction for a deep-sea diver. Though I had struggled for years to diminish its effect, it struck at times, paralyzing me. Yet still, I felt had to enter the depths of the sea. 

“I’ll only be submerged for an hour.”

“Getting there and collecting data along the way means almost two hours going down and another hour coming back up, and there’s not much room inside for the pilot.”

“Sam, stop it. There’s as much room as I need. I’ll be fine.”

“The number of things that could go wrong—”

“Countless, right,” I interrupted him. “But I’m the lucky one, see? You helped me build this submersible for our new work. And you’re a ridiculous perfectionist in final checks. I promise I won’t even get in it until we’ve both confirmed an absolute pass. As usual. Good enough for you?”

Sam sighed. “It’ll have to be. Just remember, you could have a reaction, and it could be a lot like PTSD. I mean, you keep refusing to engage with the fear.”

“Which sounds like a good reaction, to me.”

“Trying to escape, and knowing you can’t? No. You need to engage the fear. Somehow. And I don’t mean while you’re down there. I mean when you’re in a safe place. Then you can let go of it. Otherwise, it’ll claim you, Sela. That scares me.” He ran a hand through his hair, its red-blond streaks glinting in the sunlight. I could rarely put anything over him, not that I tried very often.

What would you have me do, Sam? I wanted to say to him. Give up? As if I could. As if anything else could matter besides finding what I wanted to find. I kept my thoughts to myself. He was my friend, not my confessor.

“Only if I give in to it,” I said. “Do we have to have this discussion every time?”

Sam sighed, as he often did around me. “Okay. Just call out if you need to come up sooner. Don’t play the hero. Not at over a mile down! So, what tests should we run for vibration first?” he asked, changing the subject. 

“Use the same ones we always do. This dive is sure to be as tame as the other six, I suppose—no giant eddy’s going to show up in front of me, mixing things up.”

“No, thank heavens, even though you want it to. We’re just testing vibrational effects on the hull during descent, remember? Period. And no exploring beyond the radius! It’d be too dangerous.”

I didn’t answer and turned away, beginning my third check of the equipment and everything I was bringing with me. He was right about the point of the dive, and he understood my design better than anyone else. It was Sam who had determined materials for buoyancy to counter potential problems with pressure. He’d tested the LED arrays and made modifications for the communications systems. He’d also tested the long-range hydroacoustic communication for attenuation and multipath propagation. What concerned us both most was what would affect ambient noise levels—the ocean itself, its natural inhabitants, surface weather, periodic and intermittent equipment sounds, even propeller sounds from ships a mile or two above. It could all interfere with recording the data we wanted to capture. 

The ocean is an unknown. Less than twenty percent of its interior world has ever been mapped or explored. If I said I was glad of this it would be true, for I would rather it kept its secrets. Even the ones I have found.

How often I had studied the mesoscale eddies that form under the sea, coherent currents that can reach so far down into the deep. I was mesmerized by the knowledge of their presence, by knowing these massive vortexes spiral their way across the planet’s seas, holding millions upon millions of cubic meters of water hostage and carrying everything caught within them, including sea creatures, food, debris from the ocean floor. They behave like way stations in motion, transportation mediums created out of kinetic energy, their presence unpredictable. 

Such singularities fascinated me. They are known to reach several hundred miles across, holding things in, letting nothing escape, until at some mysterious point, for no reason known to us, they dissipate. These strange creatures, as I sometimes thought of them, could last days, and some a year or longer. Ubiquitous, essential. Governing the circulation of nutrients and temperatures and salinity across regions of the planet in their critical and beneficial ways. Without them, the earth would suffer. And suffocate. We needed them to survive.

I had developed a passion, though Sam called it an obsession, to witness such a thing in the sea. 

I first became enthralled with them after working with several oceanographers who compared such singularities as these eddies to cosmic black holes. I told them that was nonsense No, they said, not at all. The edges of mesoscale eddies are surrounded by fluid particles that move in closed loops. Nothing escapes, much like light moves through the photon spheres that form above the event horizon of a black hole. In that vortex in space, to our knowledge, limited as it is, nothing escapes either, they insisted. 

Yet despite meticulous mathematical and sound measurement from in-situ deep-water moorings, no vessel expedition has ever actually seen a mesoscale eddy, no more than physicists have seen a black hole. The presence of the eddies on the surface has been detected from satellite images, but the idea of encountering one beneath the surface of the sea was said to be statistically improbable, and even if it could happen, everyone agreed the outcome would be lethal.

I didn’t care. How strange our passions can be, so easily pushing aside reason and logic and caution, taking on their own life, and we know only that we have to see them through. Or else our own reason for being is altered for the worse. 

The Remote Deep Sea 7 submersible Sam and I built was my latest design, and I was inordinately proud of it. It had taken a long time to get to that point, to finally be able to make real a part of the dream I had held for so long. After spending several years in technical diving, I’d discovered the hard way that my raw diving limit was 350 feet. For the next five years I hired on here and there to pilot submersible models and managed to get down to almost 20,000 feet in the abyssal plains. Then I started pulling in investors and began to build my own, one that would mean I could carry out my deep-sea journeys any way I wanted.

For the dive now, I only had to get to depths of 10,000 feet. My sponsor instructed me to study shifts in the currents there that made up the thermohaline circulation, a slow ocean current created and caused by variations in temperature and salinity. He demanded I assure him all was well in that layer, meaning ocean circulation was normal, driven as it should be by global density gradients, the cold water upwelling and warm exchanges occurring the way they always had. This was a critical current, and so with my report he could claim there were no rising seas and climate change to worry about. His fossil fuel business could continue to prosper. To keep his investment, I needed to agree with him. “Do it my way, little lady” was how he explained it to me, his pot belly folded over the waistband of his expensive silk suit.

Who was he kidding? Changes in temperature and oxygen levels had already increased, affecting how the ocean was responding now, bringing harm to the sea creatures down in the deep, threatening their food supplies and ecosystem, a way of existence that had remained stable for hundreds of millions of years. Not for the first time I felt a rage fill me, the kind of rage that shows up when we can’t figure out how to change something we know and feel is wrong.

All of that bothered me, stayed in my mind. But if I told the truth, told him where to get off, I’d lose the funding I so desperately needed and fail my own principal agenda of finding a mesoscale eddy. I couldn’t let that happen. The thought was uncomfortable, so I brushed it aside, as I had so often before. I think now, being complicit with his agenda—making his intention my own—was more than a mistake. It was a sad capitulation. 

Maybe we only know what we are made of when we choose badly. And learn afterwards how to balance the scale—if we get the chance.

Sam signaled with a wave from the vessel. It was time, everything in place, and the hatch was sealed shut above me. I watched him through the viewing port until the RDS-7 sank beneath the sea. 
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My descent was slow and even. Inside the submersible I could see very little—only a few hundred yards radius. I had chosen the far-red light for illumination after learning it was least invasive to species living or visiting in the depths. I could see the terrain, long stretches of smooth sand and then the shadow of a deep trench or the rising slope of a dormant volcano. This same terrain had been formed above the sea, on a different Earth...in a time before the world was. 

At 2,900 feet in the mesopelagic zone I shut off the LEDs installed on the outer hull. I was in the twilight zone, where light seldom penetrates and creatures have their own illumination. In swift motion so many appeared suddenly across the viewing port, brilliant and flickering and beautiful. I wished I knew their language, could respond to their messages, for I imagined they were talking, signaling each other with their lights, a frequent train of thought I shared with no one.

To my special joy, a ten-inch vampire squid went past as I descended through its home atmosphere. Out of it came a protective bioluminescent cloud of particles—like the twinkling lights on a Christmas tree. Maybe they do such a thing to ward off predators. If so, it was more than likely the RDS-7 was viewed as one giant threat. I wanted to see its huge eye, so massive, proportionate to the small body, and to watch it enfold itself into its webbed arms, but I didn’t want to turn on the submersible lights yet. I let the little squid do the illumination on its own.

At 3,800 feet I did activate the lights and looked down at the journal I had brought to record my observations, which I often did in longhand. It made my underwater journeys tangible for me when I went back and read what I had done each time. But the pages were blank. All I had written at the top, while still on deck, was a quote I had read long ago in Melville’s Moby-Dick, or, The Whale: “There is, one knows not what sweet mystery about this sea, whose gently awful stirrings seem to speak of some hidden soul beneath.” 

There was always a chance I might see a whale in the depths. It had fascinated me to learn the rib cages of whales fold down to reduce air pockets and decrease buoyancy when they dive. Sperm whales can dive to over 7,000 feet and Cuvier’s beaked whales to almost 10,000 feet. Both chased giant squid. I wasn’t keen on seeing those at all, having once met one up close on a free deep dive and nearly getting the bends on my furious escape to the surface. 

I thought about the whales some more. The physiological structure of their eyes is so close to ours, but they sense so much more than we can in this sunless sea. How little we grasp the power of these magnificent mammals, and how little we seem able to revere their presence. I often imagined if we successfully wiped ourselves out completely, destroyed humankind, not so unlikely a prospect, the Earth would be the Eden it once was and no living thing on it would notice we were gone. That would be the extent of the mark we have made—we wouldn’t be missed. 

Perhaps some creatures wish for this as they swim in the dark.

“Sela—it’s time, okay?” 

I had reached the bathypelagic zone at 6,100 feet. Haro’s voice startled me out of my reverie. I could sense his excitement. It was his first time out as our resident ecologist, and he was handling the data received from one of the autonomous passive acoustic recorders we’d placed on the ocean floor over the last year. 

“Go for it,” I told him. I couldn’t use my instruments until he was finished, so I sat waiting, the RDS-7 hovering a thousand fathoms down, hearing only the faint ambient sounds and muffled conversations coming across the commlink
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