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EDWIN RAMSEY SLEPT well, unlike some of the other passengers on board the M/V Dash who were more sensitive to the engine noise and the movement of the ship as it muscled its way through the waves in the Gulf of Mexico.

The Dash is a 100-foot recreational vessel–a “liveaboard” in scuba diving vernacular–that visits a pristine coral reef system named the Flower Gardens that lies 130 nautical miles off the Texas coast. Ed frequently encounters disbelief from his friends when he mentions diving in the Gulf because the only image that most Texans have of this water is the cafe au lait-like murk off the Galveston beaches.

The Dash is not a luxury cruise ship. Below deck it has fourteen bunks in a forward cabin and a dozen more in an aft cabin. The captain and crew share cramped quarters on the upper deck. Ed knew that Bill Everson, the captain and owner, had considered remodeling the vessel to have a series of private cabins instead of the bunk rooms. However, that would decrease the number of passengers the ship could accommodate and necessarily increase the cost of the trips. The Dash had been in operation for over 20 years and, despite the spartan living arrangements, it had a loyal following. Diving is hugely popular on the Gulf Coast, and there rarely were open bunks on trips. Thus, the decision was made to keep the boat in its current configuration.

The passengers had boarded the vessel in Galveston at eleven o’clock the previous evening, and the ship disembarked at midnight for a noisy and usually bumpy seven-hour chugging voyage out to the Flower Gardens dive sites. In return, the customers were treated to two full days of diving on coral reefs, along with a final dive at an oil rig on the return trip. Prior to the ship’s departure, a significant proportion of the hour between eleven o’clock and midnight was spent listening to a briefing by Captain Everson as he explained the ship’s layout and procedures to the divers.

Bill Everson is a large, genial man with a barrel chest and a lumberjack’s red beard. He liked to playfully portray himself as a pirate, even wearing a black eye patch despite having two fully functional eyes. (He often switched the patch from his right to his left eye during trips to see if anyone noticed; he told Ed this little joke was inspired by Marty Feldman’s moving hump in the movie Young Frankenstein.) He further enhanced his persona with a pet African grey parrot that sits on his shoulder while he addresses his passengers. He got the parrot from a bird rescue society, and the parrot’s original name was Crackers, which Bill hated. He found that the parrot loved the persimmons from the tree in his backyard and he renamed the bird “Percy,” short for “Persimmon.” Bill kept Percy’s wings clipped to prevent any possibility of an aerial escape during dive trips, and both the parrot and the passengers seem pleased with the arrangement. As is normal for this species, Percy has a remarkable ability to mimic the human voice, and he is particularly fond of singing old show tunes. The captain’s briefing always starts with “stern” instructions: “Anyone caught teaching Percy to use profanity will be charged triple the normal cost of this trip!” This always elicited laughs from the group.

The captain then got more serious and provided detailed instructions on how the three marine toilets, or “heads,” worked: “Except for a minimal amount of paper, nothing goes in the heads that you haven’t eaten or drunk!” Few things were less welcome by both crew and divers than the shutdown of one of the three heads for maintenance.

Ed is a guitarist and music professor at Peterson College, a small school on the outskirts of Austin, where he specializes in jazz. He learned to scuba dive several years ago and fell in love with the sport. He subsequently got advanced training and earned “Dive Master” certification, an accomplishment that permitted him to volunteer his services on board the Dash on its weekend outings. This was convenient during the summer when Ed’s classroom teaching was on hiatus. His role was to help the crew with various shipboard tasks and to assist the dive customers. That job included pre-dive checks of tanks, regulators, and buoyancy control devices (BCDs)–the inflatable vests to which the air tanks are attached. He also acts as an underwater guide, particularly for people for whom it was their first trip to the Flower Gardens. While the majority of the customers on these trips were experienced divers, some newly-certified divers who needed some serious supervision inevitably made their way on board. All the dives are deep by recreational standards since the shallowest part of the reef system is approximately 70 feet below the surface, and it was standard practice on the Dash that at least one expert diver from the ship’s crew be in the water with the group at all times. Almost all divers use small computerized gauges to calculate how long they can remain safely at any depth; however, these are not foolproof guarantees against accidents.

On this trip, Ed was there just for fun, and also to chaperone two important customers: his son Rob, and Tracey Reilly, the new love of Ed’s life. Rob, a junior at Peterson College, was given the nickname “Frosty” by his friends because of his love of poetry and his propensity to be grandiloquent: an earlier moniker bestowed upon him was “Robert Frost,” and that evolved into “Frosty.”

Dr. Tracey Reilly is a biologist and, like Ed, is a faculty member at Peterson. They had been dating for about a year, and their bond was strengthened when they had to endure the trauma of an investigation into the murder of one of Ed’s colleagues in the music department. Their involvement in that case led to events that nearly cost Ed his life. Tracey slept soundly on the voyage out to the reef. She often spent days or weeks at a time sleeping in tents or rough cabins while doing her field work on bird behavior, so the bunk rooms on the Dash were like a luxury hotel in comparison.

Frosty and Tracey took advantage of the scuba training available through the Peterson College physical education department, and only weeks before had earned the coveted “C-card” that is the certification credential required for this sport. This was their first real dive after lessons in a pool and their “open water exam” in a local water-filled quarry.

In principle, the passengers were to sleep during the seven-hour voyage out to the reefs, awaking refreshed and ready for breakfast before the first morning dive. In reality, few people got more than a few hours of fitful slumber, and more than one typically spent some time topside, leaning uncomfortably over the side and “feeding the fish.” Because of the rustic accommodations, it was blue-collar diving for sure; however, it was also blue-water diving. On this day Ed was among the 20 divers out to visit the sapphire-blue water teeming with tropical life of all shapes, colors, and sizes.

He loved arriving at the dive site, standing on the deck with a mug of strong coffee in hand and the early Saturday morning sun in his face, wondering what magical sights awaited him under the sea. On this lovely mid-June day he was joined at the ship’s railing by Tracey and Frosty, each with their own steaming mugs of coffee. Frosty wore a T-shirt emblazoned with the question, What’s another word for thesaurus? While they gazed at the beautiful scene, they could hear Percy bellowing “Shiver me timbers” from his perch in the wheelhouse.

“What a gorgeous morning!” Ed exclaimed. “The conditions could not be more perfect. You two must have brought the ship good luck for your first trip out here.”

“Ah, the wondrous majesty of the sea, so serene now, but yet so able to transform herself into a vengeful beast that...”

“Right, Frosty, we got it,” said Tracey, successfully ending the soliloquy. Turning back to admire the view, “It’s amazing how clear the water is. And how shallow, considering that we can’t even see land. I can’t wait to jump in and see some critters!”

In addition to paying the trip fares for Tracey and Frosty, Ed purchased fish identification guide books for them as gifts for earning their C-cards; Tracey admitted to reading her book like a novel to prepare for the trip. As a research scientist specializing in avian ecology, she already was an expert in the identification of birds, and now she looked forward to adding fish identification to her skill set.

They continued to sip their coffee in happy silence as they gazed out at the sun glistening on the water’s surface, a light breeze in their faces. Their reverie was interrupted only once, by Percy’s enthusiastic rendition of the “Final Jeopardy” theme. Meanwhile, the other passengers were making their way to the salon on the upper deck where a simple breakfast buffet was set out. Some looked fresh and ready to dive, while others trudged up the steps rubbing tired faces after apparently not having gotten much sleep. Tracey overheard one passenger telling another, “God, I was so sick last night–I thought my toenails were coming up.”

As often happens, the passengers on the Dash constituted an eclectic and interesting group. Among the divers on this trip were State Senator Alex Newell and Richard (“not Rick”) Goodlet, a senior aide in the senator’s office and a regular dive partner on Newell’s frequent trips to the Gardens. Fran Morris, a real estate agent from Houston and an experienced diver, was accompanied by her daughter Brooke, a college sophomore who was making her first dive trip in the Gulf. The lovely Brooke–tall and blond, with her mother’s deep dimples–had gotten Frosty’s full attention when all the passengers introduced each other the night before when they boarded. Also in the group was Brian Cullen, a personal injury lawyer, and his friend Tom Makov, with whom he often dives.

Frosty took quick advantage of an empty seat next to Brooke at breakfast and continued his efforts to get acquainted.

“So, this is your first trip on the Dash too?” he asked, and she nodded. “I just got my C-card a few weeks ago, so I’m really jazzed about this trip. Have you been diving long?”

“About two years. My mom learned to dive a long time ago, but my father never wanted to try it, so she was happy when I agreed to get trained. Now she’s got a dive buddy whenever she wants,” she added with broad smile that elevated the young Ramsey’s heart rate.

“Where else have you been diving?” Frosty asked, in between forkfuls of scrambled eggs.

“Mom and I’ve been to Cozumel twice. That place is really cool–you should go there sometime. The currents can be pretty strong, but you can just drift along with it and admire the scenery as you go. The dive boat follows the dive group, so you don’t even have to worry about finding your way back or swimming against the current. And the water is so clear!”

Frosty had never been to Mexico, and he made a mental note to hit his dad up for a trip to Cozumel in the near future, maybe as a special birthday present.

Once breakfast was over, it was time for the first dive of the day. Everyone proceeded to the long benches where the divers previously had set up their gear. Their air tanks (provided by the ship) were secured to the benches with heavy U-shaped plastic clips. As per standard safety procedures, each diver was paired with a buddy to assist underwater in the unlikely event of an emergency, such as an equipment failure or a person running out of air. On this trip, Ed, Tracey, and Frosty would dive as a trio, with Ed watching out for both new divers.

Ed was seated at the end of one bench, with Tracey on his right and Frosty next to her. Brian Cullen sat next to Frosty, and Senator Newell was on Cullen’s other side. Newell’s buddy, Richard Goodlet, sat on a bench that faced the senator. Next to Goodlet were Fran and Brooke Morris. Frosty was pleased that Brooke was across from him; she did not seem to mind the continued attention of Ed’s lean, shaggy-haired son. Other divers lined benches on the other side of the ship. When everyone had finished gearing up, it was time to get into the water.

“Are you all set for the first dive?” Ed asked his two companions, to which he received enthusiastic responses: “You bet” (Tracey) and “Most assuredly so” (Frosty). “Okay, just mind your step as you head toward the rail. That gear is heavy, and the deck can be slippery. I’ll go in first and be waiting at the surface for you.”

The Dash was in the West Flower Gardens, rolling gently in 80 feet of clear water and secured to buoy-marked mooring rings—anchors are not permitted in this National Marine Sanctuary; it was calm enough for the passengers to glimpse the sea floor from the deck. The dive area consists of adjacent reefs: the East and West Flower Gardens Banks, which are 12 miles apart, and Stetson Bank, 35 miles northwest of the Flower Gardens reefs. They make up the northernmost coral reefs on the continental shelf of North America. Coral is able to thrive there because the sea bottom is heaved up by a salt dome, providing a hard surface that is shallow enough for sunlight to support growth. And the reefs provide valuable structure for a multitude of fish and other sea creatures. The Flower Gardens reef complex got its name from the multicolored bits of sponge and coral that fisherman snagged on their lines and nets before it became a protected marine sanctuary.

Ed stepped off the deck and hit the water feet-first with a bone-jarring splash. While he had done dozens of dives in the Gulf of Mexico, he had never quite gotten used to the five-foot drop from the deck of the Dash. He bobbed in the gentle surface chop, made sure all his gear was still in place, turned to face the ship, and tapped the top of his head, the standard signal to the ship’s crew that he was okay and ready to submerge.

Ed floated calmly and watched as first Tracey, and then Frosty, dumped themselves rather unceremoniously into the sea. Both quickly popped back to the surface and tapped the tops of their heads. They swam on the surface to join Ed, and then all three slowly sank beneath the light choppy waves into the calm, azure beauty of the Gulf to begin their unhurried descent to the reef below.

Submerging often is challenging for new divers because anxiety can keep them from exhaling fully: air-filled lungs make them too buoyant, despite the weight belts they wear. However, Ed was pleased to see that his freshly-minted dive buddies were relaxed and sinking nicely; and they seemed to have no problems equalizing the pressure in their ears as the water pressure increased with depth.

Soon the three divers were happily swimming slowly over the reef, 80 feet below the surface, amazed at the abundance and beauty of all the creatures that call the Flower Gardens their home. Once you descend past 50 feet, water filters out most of the red and yellow light, giving many of the sponges and corals a brownish tinge. Frosty and Tracey were delighted when Ed produced a flashlight from a pocket on his BCD and shone it on a large sponge, revealing its bright crimson hues. Ed also noticed Frosty and Tracey looking up the surface to watch as, one-by-one, the other divers made their entry into the sea, framed by beams of bright sun.

New divers typically use air rather quickly because their excitement–and often a little apprehension–causes them to breathe faster and shallower than more experienced divers. Thus, for Tracey and Frosty, their inaugural Gulf dive was over too soon and they began their gentle ascent back to the ship, along with Ed.

“Pretty nice dive, eh?” called Ed, as the three bobbed peacefully in the two-foot swells.

“Indeed! I found myself spellbound by the splendor of Davy Jones’ companions. A veritable aurora borealis of marine fauna that...”

“Yeah, yeah, Frosty. Like I said, nice dive,” muttered Ed as his son continued his monologue.

“Wow, Ed, that was wonderful,” exclaimed Tracey upon joining the two Ramseys. “No wonder you got hooked on diving.”

They then began the brief surface swim back to the white-trimmed blue vessel that gleamed in the sun. Mercifully, the short ladder at the stern allows a re-entry to the Dash that is far more graceful than the exit from the ship.

Upon returning to the deck, the crew assisted the divers with removing their gear that, while weightless underwater, is heavy and unwieldy topside. Once everyone was back on board, the crew refilled each tank with long hoses connected to a diesel-powered air compressor. This allows the divers to do multiple dives using the same tank each time. While the tanks are being refilled, the divers can relax, have a snack and, importantly, drink plenty of non-alcoholic liquids. Dehydration can be a serious danger while diving, greatly increasing the risk of decompression sickness, more commonly known as “the bends,” and the Dash crew made sure everyone was getting enough to drink. To foster this, each diver received a complimentary plastic tumbler with the Dash logo, and they were expected to refill them often with water or lemonade that was always available in large coolers.

The divers’ computers indicate when it is safe to return to the water for another dive by performing calculations that estimate the amount of nitrogen remaining in the person’s system: breathing compressed air leads to increased levels of nitrogen gas dissolved in the diver’s blood, and it takes time for this to dissipate while breathing on the surface. Nitrogen can form tiny bubbles in the blood vessels that block circulation and lead to the bends. However, regardless of the computers’ readouts, the Dash requires all divers to remain topside for at least two hours between dives for additional safety. This is a conservative policy, and some hardcore dive veterans mutter their complaints about having to wait too long between dives. Nonetheless, the ship has an outstanding safety record, and the captain will not budge on this rule.

Tracey sat on the bench toweling off opposite Fran Morris. She leaned across and whispered, “Fran, you’ve done a lot of diving. Do you have to pee every time you’re underwater? The water’s not cold, but after about 20 minutes I just can’t hold it.”

“Hon, it happens all the time,” Fran replied quietly in a Texas drawl. “There are two types of divers: those that pee in their wetsuit, and those who say they don’t.” Tracey burst out laughing upon hearing this. She told a puzzled Ed that she’d explain later.

While Brian Cullen was getting out of his gear, he jabbed Frosty in the shoulder and said, “Hey, kid. You should really get one of these.” Brian pulled a small accessory air tank, called a “pony bottle,” from a strap holster on his leg and explained that it held 5-10 minutes of air that could save a diver’s life if the main tank ran out. It looked like a miniature version of the standard aluminum tank that divers use. “I never dive without it, and I see that the Senator and two of the crew have identical bottles.”

Brian handed the pony bottle to Frosty to inspect. It was still wet from the dive, and it slipped out of Frosty’s hands, hitting the deck with a clang.

Cullen shouted, “Hey, you moron! Be careful with that!”

Frosty apologized profusely and handed the bottle back. Luckily, the only damage was a small chip in the fluorescent green paint.

Looking to get Frosty out of trouble, Ed quickly asked, “So, Frosty, what was your favorite sighting on that dive?”

“Wow, Padre, that’s a really tough call. I know we only got a distant glimpse of it, but that spotted eagle ray was amazing. When they swim, it’s like ballet. A Neptunian Baryshnikov!”

“Or perhaps a Fonteyn?”

“Verily! We know not the gender of the wondrous creature.”

Tracey then piped in. “Thanks for pointing out that scorpionfish. I never would have seen it. What camouflage that rascal has.”

“You’re most welcome,” Ed replied. “And that’s one sucker you don’t want to get your hands near. The venomous spine in its dorsal fin will set you seriously on fire. It earned that name. Now it’s time for lunch, and then more diving!”

Before they went into the galley for lunch, Tracey pulled Ed aside. “That Brian Cullen creeps me out. He’s always leering at me, especially when I’m peeling off my wetsuit. I think he’s getting turned on.”

On one hand, Ed could understand the leering, since Tracey has a great figure, along with short dark hair that frames her strikingly lovely blue eyes. Seeing her in her snug wetsuit reminded him of Julie Newmar as Catwoman in the old Batman series, and he was playfully considering asking Tracey to wear it at home sometime when they were alone. However, he also was sensitive to her concerns.

Tracey continued. “And what’s with the Speedo briefs and that gold neck chain? What is this, the French Riviera circa 1960?”

“You may be overreacting, Trace. You’re a beautiful lady, and it’s normal for a hetero guy to admire you.”

“I think he more than admires me. A guy can’t hide his...emotions in a wet Speedo. Sheesh.”

Ed said he understood and promised to keep a lookout for bad behavior and intervene if necessary.

The main thing that the passengers do during the breaks is rave about everything they saw on their dives. Newcomers are amazed that what at first looks like barren rock from the surface turns into a rainbow-hued environment teeming with life when you reach the sea floor. The commentary really gets going when the divers fill out their dive logs that describe their sightings, as well as recording routine technical information such as dive depth and duration, water temperature, and visibility.

“Those queen angelfish and French angels were gorgeous. I never get tired of seeing them.”

“Did you see that nurse shark? Incredible! It swam so close to me that I could have touched it!”

“Three spotted moray eels in one hole! Three! That was so cool.”

“That huge barracuda swam right over your head! You didn’t even know it was there!”

Everyone gushed about their favorite sightings and enjoyed the excitement of the others’ discoveries. Ed loved seeing people so appreciative of the underwater treasure that is this wonderful marine sanctuary, and he was delighted to have Tracey and Frosty experience it with him.

The diving continued in the afternoon when the ship moved to the East Flower Gardens during lunch. This first day would culminate in a night dive, a thrilling experience that allows divers to see nocturnal marine life, such as octopi, lobsters, and crabs that hide in holes during the day. Also, many types of coral “bloom” at night, extending feathery polyps for feeding. However, the prospect of stepping off the ship into the ink-black water can be intimidating, especially for new divers. This would be a nearly moonless night, making the water especially dark. Frosty decided that he would sit out the night dive, leaving Tracey and Ed as dive buddies. Frosty also gallantly volunteered to keep Fran Morris and her comely daughter company since they also were opting out.

The people who elected to do the night dive set up their gear before dinner while there was plenty of daylight. Brian Cullen was getting his equipment ready when he suddenly spat out, “Crap! My tank light is dead.” Most divers attach a small light or glow stick to the top of the air tank so they can be located by their buddy when their flashlight is off.

Alex Newell had finished with his setup earlier and was walking by when he heard Brian’s complaint. Alex detached his own tank light, handed it to Brian and said, “Here, take mine. Richard and I have been diving together for years, and we always stick close and know where the other is, even without tank lights.”

Brian thanked him and, as he was securing the light, Brian’s buddy Tom said, “That’s really nice of you, Alex. It’s hard enough for me to keep track of Brian in the daytime since he’s always swimming off on his own.”

This earned a scowl from Brian, who then turned the small light on and said, “Hey, this is really cool. It flashes alternating red and green light. Never seen one like this. I’ll have to get one when we’re back.”

Dinner was completed and a dozen of the group took part in the night dive. Ed and Tracey were first in line, and Ed was impressed–but not surprised–that Tracey showed no hesitation to leap into the pitch-dark water below. Once in the water, they turned on their flashlights and descended gently to the bottom. Tracey looked up and was momentarily mesmerized by the ghostly parade of pairs of seemingly disembodied flashlights as other divers entered the water. It reminded her a little of a scene from the movie E.T.

The night dive lived up to Tracey’s expectations, providing wonderful sightings of walking spiny lobsters and an assortment of crabs. They even saw a rather uncommon slipper lobster, a bizarre-shaped animal that looks like a lobster tail with legs. Tracey’s blue eyes widened in her mask when Ed pointed out a large sleeping parrotfish that had secreted a balloon-like mucous cocoon for protection, a phenomenon she had never heard of.

About 20 minutes into the dive, their fourth of the day, Tracey hugged herself as a signal to Ed that she was starting to feel chilled. He nodded that he understood and pointed to the surface, and they began their slow ascent back to the ship. The two divers stopped while they were 25 feet below the surface and hung in the water for five minutes as a “safety stop” to decrease the nitrogen they had accumulated in their blood during
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