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What does the light want?


More of its kind?


Yes.


Yes and


a wish to disturb the dark.


—from Kimiko Hahn, Resplendent Slug


















If You Flush a Goldfish
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The truth is that I was asked to leave the Petco, but I told everyone I was banned. The word carried more weight, more daring, more drama than my thirteen-year-old life had ever seen. I was asked to leave just one particular Petco, the one in the shopping center built on a landfill by my hometown, but I told everyone I was banned from Petco, implying Big Petco, hoping they might assume the entire chain had deemed me a threat to their business.


I had come to Petco to stage a protest in the aquarium section. My demonstration went like this: I stood by the fishbowls and tried to convince the occasional customer not to buy them. The Petco I had chosen—the one closest to my house—was mostly empty, and so my demonstration could have passed for me quietly shopping. The real shoppers, very few of whom had come to buy goldfish bowls, it seemed, ignored me. Occasionally, when someone mistook me for a Petco employee, I stammered an apology and ducked into the reptile aisle. If the aisles were empty, I watched the goldfish tank. It was almost as big as a bathtub, and the orange fish inside it shimmered like sequins. The tank seemed more fish than water, a stampede of glinting scales moving in every direction, searching, perhaps, for some space. The dead and dying fish drifted to the edges of the tank—bloated and bobbing at the surface, lolling half-eaten at the bottom, bent and half-sucked into the filter.


Time passed quietly until a mother approached the shelves I stood vigil by and picked out a glass bowl, presumably for her son, who had wandered away. My carefully practiced argument (keeping a goldfish in a bowl was inhumane) devolved into sporadically recalled facts—Goldfish pee themselves to death in bowls! Goldfish can grow up to a foot long! Goldfish can live up to twenty years!—until a blue-poloed Petco sales associate told me I needed to leave. I had to call my mom to come and pick me up in the parking lot, where a different Petco sales associate waited with me until her beige SUV appeared on the horizon.


We—the Petco sales associate and I—were just a mile away from San Francisco Bay. It was the closest I usually got to something like a sea, and if I closed my eyes I could taste the salt in the air. When the wind died and the pungent ocean smell wafted away, I could nose out another, heavier odor: trash, so faint you would second-guess yourself if it didn’t keep coming back, the distinct funk of something, somewhere rotting.


As we waited, smelling salt and trash, my incompetence nauseated me. My first attempt to help something I cared about, and I’d failed. All those doomed and dying fish. The luckiest of them might go to an aquarium. The rest would end up dead in bowls, though they wouldn’t die right away. It is nearly impossible to hurt yourself while living in a fish’s equivalent of a padded cell: smooth, uncornered glass that could never even scrape a scale. But every single one would die eventually, probably before its time. It would die because someone had forgotten to care for it, or decided that caring for it properly was too much work. Too much work to empty its dirty water and replace it with fresh. Too inconvenient to provide it with enough space to live and grow.


At the time, the best future I could imagine for the goldfish was life in a bigger tank, maybe even thirty gallons, with fresh water and some plastic plants. A more comfortable confinement. Having only ever seen goldfish crowded in Petco tanks or isolated in bowls, I had no conception of what their lives might look like outside the glass walls of an aquarium. I could not imagine what a goldfish is capable of becoming in the wild.


Back then I assumed the shopping center by the Petco smelled like trash because the shopping center was built on a landfill. My mom had told me the whole city was built on a landfill, and I envisioned buildings perched on condensed slabs of trash. But the land beneath the Petco was once salt marsh in a vast expanse of wetlands wrapping around San Francisco Bay. Today, satellite images of the bay show a sharp divide between green and blue, but hundreds of years ago there was no clear division between land and sea. The bay was an estuary, salt and fresh water intermingling into brackish water. Lapping waves and shifting tides exposed and swallowed land each day. At lower elevations, the claggy, salty soil was (and remains) inhospitable to most plant life. But higher up, native plants thrived: Pacific cordgrass grew as tall as teenagers, interspersed with beds of rosy-fingered pickleweed. This was the nature of the bay for ten thousand years when Indigenous peoples, including the Coast Miwok, or the many groups of the Ohlone, such as the Muwekma, Ramaytush, Tamien, Chochenyo, and Karkin peoples, lived there and foraged in the marsh.


The Spanish arrived in the 1700s and baptized, enslaved, and indirectly massacred the Ohlone people with disease. Starting about 150 years ago, more recent settlers had ambitions of developing the bay into farms and towns, but you cannot grow crops or build a home on a salt marsh. So the wetlands were seen as useless and disposable, and destroyed. The bay was diked and the waterlogged soil desiccated into silty mud. The land became a dairy farm, with cows and hayfields and salt ponds. In the 1960s, the land was zoned for single-family housing, and millions of cubic yards of sand and mud were dumped on the former tidelands so that buildings would not sink through the soft silt and into the ocean. The land was called reclaimed marshland, and the streets carved into the ground were named after the wild things that had been forced out: Oyster Court. Pompano Circle. Flying Fish Lane. As a child, I did not know there were two meanings to “landfill.” I did not know that the reek of the Foster City Petco parking lot may have come from the bay itself, water fouled by multiple petroleum refineries, the wastewater treatment plants, the coughing black pipes of ships.


By the time I was born, San Francisco Bay had lost 95 percent of the wetlands and salt marshes that once had collared the sea. All two hundred thousand acres of tidal channels, mudflats, sandbars, streams, and pools conjured only during floods had been paved over into farms and cities and factories and military bases and tourist towns and freeways and a Petco. This is to say: I knew my hometown as a suburb and never imagined what it had been before. I couldn’t wait to leave.


If I could do it over again, this is what I would tell the mother in that Petco:


You may have read that a goldfish grows in proportion to the size of its bowl. But unlike us, goldfish are indeterminate growers; if given the chance, they will grow until they die. Different kinds of goldfish can grow into a range of sizes and shapes. In the wild, an adult goldfish can weigh as much as a pineapple.


You may think goldfish live for just a year, maybe two. But they can actually live much longer. Twenty years, if they’re lucky. Goldfish can survive a few years in a bowl because they are almost supernaturally hardy, capable of weathering conditions that would quickly kill most other fish. A bowl is a tiny, isolated environment starved of oxygen, which means even a slight change in the water chemistry can be lethal. I say this because goldfish pee with abandon. They unleash more ammonia than other aquarium fish, a toxin that would be diluted in a pond or a river but can kill a fish in a bowl. This is why, I would say to the woman, a bowl makes the conditions of living impossible. But when a goldfish manages to survive it, no one thinks of their feat as extraordinary.


Lastly, I would tell her, you may have heard that goldfish have a three-second memory. But goldfish can remember that a colored paddle means food is coming, even months after the association is formed. Goldfish can perform complex tasks, such as escaping a net or navigating a maze. How can such a small fish hold on to the memory of the snaking path of a maze for three months? Could you do that? What is it like for a creature with a three-month memory to live and die in a bubble the size of a dutch oven?


Whenever I start an internship or a new job, I tell people that I was kicked out of Petco as a teenager. It has become something of an origin myth, my designated fun fact. I have told the story so many times that the details of my original memory have become inaccessible, transformed from a real experience into a rote narrative. I don’t remember what I told my mom to get her to drive me there, or how I scrounged up the courage to be antagonistic with strangers when I could barely stand up to my middle-school bullies, whose bland, derivative cruelty still managed to make me hate myself.


I do remember that I was in eighth grade. I remember that I was thirteen—an awful year. I remember that I went to a private school where the door above the headmaster’s office was inscribed with a phrase in Latin that translated to “Leisure without learning is death.” The first time I met my classmates, a gaggle of kids showed up in sweatshirts emblazoned with STANFORD. I also showed up in a hoodie, mine proclaiming GAP. We were ten. I overheard one student’s mom say to another at the mixer, “You know, this is a feeder school for Stanford,” and the other mom nodded in agreement. I had never heard the term “feeder” applied to a school before, only to tanks of goldfish and guppies—fish inexpensive and unremarkable enough that aquarists buy them as live prey for their larger, more valuable pets.


I remember that many of my classmates were the children of powerful people: board members and professors at Stanford, executives from Silicon Valley and Morgan Stanley, heiresses. These children had last names like Packard and Jobs. The orientation pool party took place at one of their houses, which appeared to me like a castle, with two pools and, across a fountained emerald lawn, a tennis court. I know that my parents sent me to this school in part so that I could get into the best possible college, which they believed meant I would live the best possible life. I reminded myself of this as the heir to a computer technology company chased me in loops around the padded walls of the gym during Friday’s free period, wielding a plastic segmented jump rope like a whip.


I lived a few blocks from that school, and I remember rich kids would drive down my street as if they were impervious to death. I would hear the telltale screech of tires swerving and jump into the closest driveway or hedge and watch the cars barrel past. I remember watching a metallic luxury SUV turn out of the school’s driveway and skid into our mailbox. The car hurtled on, leaving behind a white metal frame wrenched like an elbow, red flag dangling like a broken arm. I remember that kids at schools near mine were killing themselves because of all the pressure, enough suicides for the CDC to deem the deaths a “cluster.” I remember that one student’s obituary included his ACT scores. Another student’s obituary listed her number of Facebook friends. I remember I spent late nights on AIM trying to talk my friend out of wanting to die.


I had terrible insomnia back then, and I remember lying awake at night, trying to imagine the best possible version of my future, which always assumed a similar form. After college, a vaguely important job where I wore blazers and pencil skirts. A husband (ideally hot) after a respectable number of boyfriends. Finally, clear skin. But when I tried to fantasize about these rote and sensible futures, my mind always wandered to my death. Specifically, I imagined my funeral—what it would look like, who would attend, who I would have my funeral bouncer turn away at the door (I had clearly never been to a funeral before). It wasn’t exactly that I wanted to die but that ceasing to exist (and being reverently mourned) felt more tangible to me than what I had been told I should want.


I got my first and only goldfish from that middle school. It was part of a science project, and our biology teacher, who always smelled of hemp, announced that anyone who wished could take a goldfish home with them. She did not tell us what would happen to the fish if we did not take them home, and we did not think to ask. I named the fish Quincy and kept it in a bowl on my dresser. Sometimes Quincy swam, but mostly it floated. Its body seemed suspended by string, fins twitching without purpose around the chintzy castle and honeydew-colored kelp I had rooted in the marbles at the bottom of its bowl. I spent a lot of time watching Quincy. When I considered, even briefly, how little space the fish had to move and grow, I wondered if I was doing something cruel.


So I asked my dad to drive me to the Japanese garden in our local park. I smuggled Quincy in a small jar in the cavernous pocket of my Gap sweatshirt, walked to a shrouded corner of the koi pond, and overturned the jar. Quincy’s orange body wriggled into the murk, and then, at last: relief.


When I visited the garden months later, I looked for Quincy but never found it.


Sometimes, when people learn they are killing their goldfish, or when they have grown bored of their pets, they dump them. Sometimes they dump them in Japanese garden ponds. More often they dump them in larger water bodies: lakes, creeks, rivers. If goldfish are doomed in a bowl, they are unstoppable in a river. They do more than survive; they take over the whole place. Their gills, once rouged by the ammonic burn of their piss, drink in the oxygen of surging, aerated water. Gorged on algae and worms and snails and the eggs of other fish, their bodies begin to balloon. They swell to the size of Cornish game hens, cantaloupes, jugs of milk.


These are feral goldfish, and if you saw one you might not recognize it. Goldfish that are actually gold will revert to their natural colors in a matter of generations. Bright orange fish disappear, eaten by predators, succeeded by fish with duller sheens. They become somewhat indistinguishable from other carp. They disappear within the weeds.


Feral goldfish are so good at living they have become an ecological menace. Of course, it’s not their fault; goldfish would never have gotten into the river if we hadn’t thought of them as disposable. Wild goldfish have been found in every state but Alaska, and when they are unleashed in a water body, they ruin whatever balance life might have found before. Their riotous presence drives out native species. Goldfish love to dig, and they will uproot everything growing at the bottom of a lake in search of something to eat. When they devour opaque clouds of cyanobacteria, their intestines foment the bacteria’s growth, making them incubators of algal blooms. They may spawn as early as a year old, releasing hundreds of sticky eggs that cling to rocks and plants and anything that will hold them.


Once goldfish are in a pond or lake or river, you cannot remove them. You cannot reel or net them all out, and however many goldfish you have taken will be replenished when they breed again. The only way to kill the goldfish is to kill every fish along with them in the water, dumping gallons of rotenone, a biocide poisonous to fish, to ensure nothing can survive. But even this is only possible in ponds and lakes, water bodies with hard edges where the poison will not escape.


One river in southwestern Australia has become overrun with feral goldfish, all descended from a handful of pets someone dumped two decades ago. The balmy conditions of this river, called the Vasse, are goldfish paradise, and here they grow faster than any other population of ferals. Most of the goldfish in the Vasse are the colors of earth—browns and olives and dark greens—but some of the largest ones are unmistakably orange. These bigwigs, weighing as much as a butternut squash apiece, are likely the original goldfish dumped in the Vasse, or their direct offspring. Do these goldfish remember, even faintly, what life in a bowl was like?


One scientist who tracks the ferals in the Vasse has noticed they are capable of remarkable things. He saw schools of goldfish traveling nearly 1,000 feet per day. One fish covered more than 140 miles in one year. The entire community of feral goldfish migrated seasonally, swimming in vast shoals to a distant wetland during the breeding season. The goldfish, raised in captivity or born in a river they were never supposed to be in, possessed a seemingly innate knowledge, preserved across generations of bowled fish.


Scientists have also discovered feral goldfish in estuaries. At first, they assumed goldfish could not penetrate wetlands where fresh water mingles with salt. But the more scientists look, the more they find goldfish in waters nearer and nearer the sea. One population sprouting from the Vasse River seemed to have developed a higher tolerance to salt than any other goldfish population in the world. Scientists wondered if this population was a possible sign—that salt-resilient goldfish could use estuaries as salt bridges to migrate to new rivers, new lakes. The feral goldfish of the Vasse have unknowingly come closer to the ocean than any other goldfish we know of. They have confronted seemingly inhospitable waters, and they have survived.


Maybe there is something universal about wanting to get out. I wonder if the goldfish have any sense of the ocean that lies ahead of them.


When my parents decided I should transfer to another high school, I wept and raged. I offered to pay them back for my tuition by selling my blood plasma, by participating in medical experiments, by selling an egg. “Don’t be ridiculous,” my mom told me, horrified. “You’re not even old enough to sell an egg.”


At my new school, I overcompensated to salvage my chance at the future I had been told I should want. I took extra classes, extra extracurriculars. Anything for Stanford. I went to school at 7 a.m. for biology and stayed until after 11 p.m. for newspaper. On weekends, I volunteered at football games, spiraling slugs of golden cheese on nachos and constructing flat, horrible hamburgers. I filled every waking moment with a task; no one could say I hadn’t tried hard enough, worked hard enough, given everything I had to give. At least now I slept easily, short and dreamless nights that ended in a stack of alarms. I could no longer sense who I was, what “happy” might look like, because there was always something I had to think about. Meaning: I was insufferable and you probably would have hated me. I hated me.


The summer before I left for college, I volunteered on a research boat in San Francisco Bay. I had gotten my license and relished the drive over, windows of my mom’s beige SUV rolled down to let in the salty air. I spent four-hour shifts on the boat, a 90-foot-long vessel with a hull the color of deep water. The captain looped us around the estuary so we could siphon samples of mud and water. During the voyage, we would fling an otter trawl net over the back of the boat, let it drag for ten minutes, and haul it back in, spilling the contents of the net into creamy white tanks that sprouted from the deck like toadstools.


My job was to measure and identify every creature we caught. My first days on the boat, I was useless, squinting into the sea spray, my arms scorched red despite the blanket of fog that rolled over the bay. Everything on deck was slippery, and I kept dropping my clipboard. One by one, I scooped the fish up out of the tank and laid them flat against a clear ruler glued to a table by the tank. I smoothed out their thrashing, mucus-slicked bodies, talking to them as if I could coax them to lie still, which I never could. In my hands, the fish moved in a way I’d never seen bodies move before: seconds of impeccable stillness, the only moving thing an eye, flickering wildly, and then the entire body would arch as the fish flung itself up into the air. Fish leaping, pirouetting, somersaulting into sky. And me, scrambling after their landed bodies, cupping them in my hands until I could tip over the railing and plunge them back into water.


Some days we caught only anchovies and sardines, and my head spun distinguishing between five hundred, six hundred, seven hundred nearly identical creatures. But occasionally the nets would deliver us something wonderful. A speckled tonguefish, its two swiveling eyes looking directly at me as I measured it. California bat rays, wings flapping toward the rims of the tank as if they knew what flight was and wanted to try it. Once we caught two baby leopard sharks and I learned how to hold one, my left hand wrapped around the tail and my right cupping the spot below its small, jagged mouth. The shark wriggled, snakelike, but I held it firm and fast until it was time to let it go. Because the bay is an estuary, we caught fish that could live in brackish water. Starry flounders, chameleon gobies, staghorn sculpins that prickled their spines and jabbed you if you held them too tight. Someone once caught a white sturgeon, its skin the color of a pearl and its body more than a hundred pounds.


We caught non-native species too, of course. San Francisco Bay is often called a “highly invaded ecosystem,” one of the most invaded estuaries in the world. In certain habitats, these introduced species outnumber the native ones and outmass them with the sheer weight of their accumulated bodies.


After I measured each fish, it was my job to throw them overboard. At first, I flung them off the side of the boat and turned around before I saw them splash. I imagined the cooling feel of the water against their scales, the rush of oxygen to their gills—disorientation for a moment, and then relief. It took me several days to realize that half of the fish I threw overboard never made it back into the water, instead scooped up by a roving gang of gulls and ospreys that lurked around our boat. The ospreys watched me as I worked, talons gnarled around the white-painted railings, and when I extended my arm overboard, fish in hand, they dove. When the birds crept too near my fish-laden tanks, I waved my slimy clipboard at them. Sometimes I shouted, spit flying, as I raced against the ospreys to pick up a fish that had flung itself out of the water and lay, gasping, on the deck. When I dumped the fish overboard, I leaned over the rails, as close to the surf as I could get without falling, to watch their scales flash and disappear.


On our way back to shore, I plunked my hundreds of anchovy measurements into a computer inside the plastic walls of the boat. And then I sat out on the deck and let the dried salt flake off my skin. I was always covered in scales after trawls. I would hold my arms up to the light and admire my iridescent, sweat-dewed fish-skin. Deep in the bay, when the sky was clear, I felt like I could peer to the very curve of Earth, imagine it dipping. Like I could see into all of my possible futures.


What does it mean to survive in the wild? You can’t do it without going wild yourself. We are all capable of reverting to a wilder state. The wild may sentence a cat or a dog to a starved life or early death. But for a goldfish, the wild promises abundance. Release a goldfish, and it will never look back. Nothing fully lives in a bowl; it only learns to survive it.


I will always be a little bit in love with feral goldfish. I know this is the wrong lesson to take from it all. I know they wreak an irreversible kind of havoc. They uproot bottom dwellers, trample ecosystems, sow tasseled parasites in the flesh of other fish. I know that once they take over a pond they are impossible to extricate. I don’t want a supremacy of goldfish, a world where fish the size of cantaloupes stampede through fragile ecosystems like wrecking balls. But when I think about ponds infested with gallon-big goldfish, I feel a kind of triumph. I see something that no one expected to live not just alive but impossibly flourishing, and no longer alone. I see a creature whose present existence must have come as a surprise even to itself.


Imagine having the power to become resilient to all that is hostile to us. Confinement, solitude, our own toxic waste. Salt, waves, hundred-pound sturgeon that could swallow us whole. Imagine the freedom of encountering space for the first time and taking it up. Imagine showing up to your high school reunion, seeing everyone who once made you feel small, only now you’re a hundred times bigger than you once were. A dumped goldfish has no model for what a different and better life might look like, but it finds it anyway. I want to know what it feels like to be unthinkable too, to invent a future that no one expected of you.


Because the Petco in Foster City is built on a landfill, it is sinking. The landfill is sinking faster than almost anywhere in California, creeping closer to the core of Earth. Each year, the city sinks by as much as 10 millimeters and the sea rises by as much as 3 millimeters. This is a losing battle. For a long time stony levees protected Foster City from the sea. Now water splashes over the levees, onto trails and doorsteps. Soon the waves will overtake the levees and flood the farms, the city, the factories, the military bases, the tourist towns, the freeways, and the Petco. The water may doom the cats, caged birds, leopard geckos, bunnies, hamsters, and guinea pigs. But I like to imagine the fish slipping out of their tanks, heading toward some unknowable horizon.


Years after high school, when I lived in a new and cloudy city where I knew few people, I went back home for a month during the holidays. I had never been back home this long before, and I was surprised by how quickly I fell into old routines. I drove the scuffed beige car to pick up groceries, took my grandparents to the mall, and dropped my sibling off at school. My parents had converted my bedroom into storage, so I slept in a twin bed surrounded by filing cabinets and stacks of CDs. When I jogged in the afternoon, I jumped instinctively out of the way as luxury SUVs barreled down my street out of the gates of my old school.


I lasted a week before I opened Tinder. I told myself I was there to see my old classmates, to see who was newly hot, newly gay, or both. Two people from my Girl Scout troop were on the app, the shy one who was allergic to asparagus and the short one who ate a roly-poly after we dared her to, all of which made sense. I learned someone on my old improv team was trans, and we started following each other on Instagram. And then I saw a familiar face, at first uncanny until I swiped through and realized I had gone to high school with this person. We had never spoken, but I knew exactly who they were. Sometimes, when I walked home from school, I would notice them playing tennis at the school courts. They always wore their hair in a ponytail, white visor sweeping strands out of the way. When they jumped up to serve, my eyes would follow them, turning up toward the sun and becoming momentarily blinded by the brightness of it all. I was never sure at the time why I wanted to keep watching.


We matched, messaged, and I drove to their house, one of the many built on the landfill on the estuary. Their street name had a word like “Sea” in it, and whenever I typed their address into Google Maps, I felt like I might be instructed to drive my car straight into the ocean. I knocked; they let me in. I took off my boots and tucked them carefully by the door, because we both have Chinese mothers, and we padded softly to their room. We spent the next twelve hours sitting on opposite ends of their twin bed. We drank green tea to stay awake. We took turns petting their cat. When I got hungry at midnight, they gave me a Nature Valley granola bar, and when I took a bite, I felt like I was on a field trip. Each time they left to brew more tea, I marveled at how much their room resembled mine: the same school yearbooks, the same edition of As I Lay Dying that we had read for AP English. I remembered the scene in which Vardaman calls his dead mother a fish because that was the only way he could understand death.


In the blue light, voices rasped after hours of talking, our heads each propped up with an arm, we looked at each other with an eerie intent. Maybe we were hoping for some sign of what this night meant, both of us afraid of misreading what felt like a dream. Maybe each of us was studying the other’s face to see how it had changed, how it had grown. We looked nothing like we did in high school: no more makeup, long hair chopped off and sides buzzed, constellations of tattoos on our arms. We both had been expected to be daughters but turned out to be something else. We had shed our skins, not like snakes but insects—each of us a nymph outgrowing exoskeleton after exoskeleton, and morphing as we did. We didn’t know which molt would be our last, only that we might not be there yet, both of us rivers moving toward the sea. A few years after that night, they changed their name and pronouns; even later, I changed mine.


They kissed me at dawn, sun slivering into the room through the blinds. We were both half-asleep after staying up the whole night in anticipation, and as we touched, I felt like I was wafting out of my body. Determined not to disturb the cat still asleep at the foot of the twin bed, we made a wreck of the pillows, our heads crinkling against the slatted blinds. I was so tired I think I started crying, but it was impossible to tell because there was salt water everywhere, crusted on our hands and our faces, dripping from our armpits, our bodies leaking out of themselves. I kept repeating, “I can’t believe it,” as they grasped my hands. “I can’t believe it,” as they pressed into my bone. When they asked what I meant, I had no idea what to say. How I couldn’t believe we had spent so many years so close, circling the same hallways, and yet had never spoken. How I couldn’t believe who either of us had become in the years since, and how each of our becomings felt like an unthinkable triumph. How I couldn’t believe how much I wanted to sleep. How I couldn’t believe how ridiculous and deeply gay it was that we spent most of a night on a bed petting a cat, unsure if the other person was into it. So I said, “I can’t believe it,” over and over and they said, “I can’t believe it,” back. And then I left, and we let each other go.















My Mother and the Starving Octopus
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Years ago, when I was in seventh grade, an octopus sailed off the seafloor and secured herself to a rocky outcropping off the coast of California. She was nearly a mile below the surface, thousands of feet past any tendrils of sun. But in the bright beams of a submarine, the octopus’s edges glowed the reddish purple of a salted Japanese plum.


I know about the purple octopus because a remotely operated submersible watched her glide toward the cliff. The sub, which hailed from the Monterey Bay Aquarium Research Institute, had come to observe not just one octopus but the many Graneledone boreopacifica octopuses like her known to cling to this sea cliff. But she was the only one there, moving slowly toward the rock.


When the sub returned a little over a month later, it found the same octopus—they could tell by the scars—latched onto the side of the outcropping, her arms coiled around her like suckered fiddlehead ferns, sealing in a newly laid clutch of eggs. When the octopus held herself close in this way, she was around the size of a personal pizza. Her large black eyes peered down into the abyss of the canyon beneath her.


The sub returned again and again to visit the mother octopus, who remained frozen in her vigil. She did not move. She did not eat. She shrank. Each visit found her paler, as if she had been dipped in milk. Her black eyes swirled in pallid clouds. Her pebbly skin hung loose from her body. The sub kept returning until it had seen the octopus eighteen times over the course of four and a half years, until one day it arrived to find the octopus gone. She had left behind a silhouette in tattered egg capsules still clinging to the rock like deflated balloons. This, the scientists understood, was a sign that her eggs had hatched successfully, freeing the mother octopus to die. Most mother octopuses lay a single set of eggs in a lifetime and die after their brood hatches.


The scientists who observed the octopus called her four-and-a-half-year brooding period the longest on record for any animal. In other words, no other creature on Earth had held its eggs close to its body and protected them for as long as she did; a story in Reuters called her “mother of the year” in the animal kingdom. The previous octopus record holder, Bathypolypus arcticus, was observed in captivity brooding for fourteen months, which seemed shattering at the time.


When I read about the octopus, I thought about sharing the article with my own mother, but I worried it might be too on the nose. I was hungry to learn everything I could about that mother octopus. I wanted to know how she chose that rock and how far she had to travel. And what her eggs felt like before being laid, if they were heavy, if they left an imprint on her body. And what else of the sea she’d seen up until then, and how she knew when it was time to leave the abyss, her familiar, dimensionless expanse. In the abyss, a body can move across three planes. In the abyss, where a human would sink, crushed by pressure and cold, an octopus can meander. It can roam and hunt and unfurl its eight limbs like a blooming flower.


Do female octopuses know what to expect when they’re brooding? Does each mother learn about the vigil as she experiences it, wondering each day how much longer it will last? Hundreds of octopus mothers speckling a cliff, each starving, each alone. Or maybe the purple octopus, in her youth, passed by paling octopuses clinging to the edges of the canyon and recognized this would also be her fate one day.


More than anything I wanted to know why the octopus, with her big and alien brain, did not eat while she brooded her eggs. Surely she must have hungered. Did she have any inkling of the flurry of babies that might not make it if she strayed from her vigil to hunt or eat or stretch her limbs? I knew I was anthropomorphizing, and yet I couldn’t imagine how a creature with a consciousness would starve for four and a half years without something like hope. What I mean to say is: I wanted to know if she ever regretted it.


The way I remember it, I first noticed my body sometime in middle school, after opening a Christmas gift—a trompe l’oeil of a shirt that pretended it was two layered shirts when, in fact, it was only one. As I tried it on before a mirror, I noticed my stomach, soft and round, pressed up against the cloth and peeking out from below. I felt ashamed for not seeing it earlier, for not paying attention.


The way my mother remembers it, I first noticed my body sometime in middle school, one day in the kitchen. She says I walked in and approached her, that I pulled up my shirt to expose my stomach and told her I was fat. She says this conversation is still etched into her memory, after all these years.


My mother, five feet three inches, rarely weighed more than 115 pounds. When she did, she said she was fat. When I was a child, she would tell me that when she was younger she weighed 98. She said this is when she was skinny. When my mother weighed 110 pounds, I weighed 115, and then 118, and then 124. I knew this because I tracked it every day, sneaking into her bathroom to step onto her digital scale. I would take off all my clothes and drop them in a heap beside the scale. I would close my eyes as the numbers scrambled. I think I kept them closed longer than I needed to, afraid to leave this unknowing. Sometimes, when the number disappointed, as it often did, I would weigh myself again, futilely repositioning my feet as if this could shuffle the mass of my body. But the scale did not change. So I would step off, shrink into the corner, put my clothes back on. Even then, I knew I would never be as skinny as my mother’s worst version of herself.


When I was in high school, my mother and I developed a ritual. She would pull me into her closet, open bags of carefully folded clothing, and ask if I wanted it—the pants that no longer fit, the shirts that were no longer hip. And I would take the bundle to my room and try it all on, watching my hips spill out, my cinched body gasping for space. And I would return the bundle, say something like “It’s not my style,” and then a year would pass and we would do it all over again, my valiant squeezing, my mother and I deluding ourselves in different ways.


In the animal kingdom, there are two ways to be a mother. Some animals can reproduce multiple times in the span of a life, others just once. Humans, like most plants and vertebrates, have more than one chance to bear young. We can care for our babies and watch over them, and in doing so we increase their chances of making it to adulthood. We may even grow old with them. But creatures like octopuses have no such maternal privileges. Their single shot at reproduction produces hundreds or thousands of babies, stacking the odds that at least a few will make it out alive.


Octopuses brood all over the sea. In shallow-water dens, giant Pacific octopuses lay tens of thousands of tiny eggs, strung from rock like dangling hyacinths. The purple octopus lays fewer, bigger eggs, each the size of a large blueberry. If you lay only 160 eggs, only 160 chances that your young will survive, you must watch over them as long as you can. You must pour as much of yourself into making them as strong as you possibly can. After she lays her eggs, the mother octopus bathes them in new waves of water, doused with oxygen and free of any silt or debris. Her eggs need to breathe, so these baths are unending, kept up until the moment the eggs hatch. The purple mother octopus in Monterey Bay chose to lay her eggs on a sheltered alcove on the canyon wall just a few feet above the seafloor. The scientists noted how the crown of a rocky shelf above her shielded her eggs from unwanted silt. The spot was perfect, it seemed, and she must have known it.


Octopus eggs offer precious nutrients in the immense sea, meaning the octopus mother cannot leave her post to hunt. She survives on the stored energy of her body. She will never again see another place; this is her last view, enlivened only by the freer creatures that happen to pass through the icy waters. In the deep sea, these visitors are alien: fish with transparent faces and golden eyes, ghost sharks, tongue-red worms.




OEBPS/images/Art_P25.jpg





OEBPS/images/publisher-logo.png
LITTLE, BROWN AND COMPANY





OEBPS/images/9780316540513.jpg
HOW FAR THE ;
e £ '
=, HT REACI;I,Eg

“Miraculous,
transcendental.”

-~

/SA'/BliINA IMBLER
P

§ F

F





OEBPS/images/Art_P1.jpg
%@

e






OEBPS/images/Art_tit.jpg
HOW FAR THE
LIGHT REACHES

A Life in Ten Sea Creatures

SABRINA IMBLER

with illustrations by Simon Ban

(LLE)

Little, Brown and Company
New York Boston London





