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SHAFANA is in a laboratory, surrounded by jars of creatures in preserving 
solution. She is rehearsing a speech, half to her aunt, half to the audience.

SHAFANA: You get to a point, okay, why don’t I be honest, you get to 
an age and you’ve absorbed so much and you’ve observed so much, 
that you think that you know, basically, what the world has to offer. 
You’ve seen it all. Or at least variations of it all. And it’s not that 
you’re tired or arrogant or lazy, although they’re not the worst things 
you can be. It’s a survival thing. If you’re smart and if you’ve been 
through a lot, and who hasn’t, you can at least congratulate yourself 
on your ability to vaguely see what might be coming next. To be able 
to predict situations and not be disorientated. Oh, you don’t mind 
being pleasantly surprised. But you don’t like to be caught entirely off 
guard. It’s what separates successful people from other people, isn’t 
it? Foresight. And you work at it too, at ‘keeping up’ and ‘keeping in 
touch’ because if you do, you’re not going to be fooled. You’ve sussed 
out most probabilities so you’re ahead of the game. Which is canny.

But there always comes a point where you lose it. Where a whole 
generation lose touch. They start to listen to what looks like the next 
thing. It sounds like the next thing and it acts like that next thing 
but it’s not the next thing. The truly astonishing thing about what’s 
coming next is that it’s nothing like what this generation were like, 
old or young. It’s utterly unfamiliar.

If you’re a scientist you have to guard against false assumptions. 
You’ve all heard the cliché about having to recognise the veil of 
knowing and surrender to unknowing. But knowing or thinking you 
know the answers is only one veil. There are others, like physical 
barriers to seeing. We still don’t know half of what is in the deep, 
deep oceans because they’re veiled with darkness. But the creatures 
are there. Growing, changing, like nothing we’ve ever seen before. 
To be discovered. Like the future. Which is not just veiled by time 
but also by the eyes we’re looking at it with. Yes?

What if I told you that in the future you might make a choice that 
today, right now, you would utterly deny. What if I told you that a 
change is coming, for you, that is so unbelievable that it would make 
you laugh out loud if I mentioned it.
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SARRINAH enters.
But believe me, believe me, there are yet new worlds to be fathomed 
and new impossibilities to be revealed.

SARRINAH: Shafana.
SHAFANA: In the vast undersea there are vents which scientists call black 

smokers.
SARRINAH: Are you ready?
SHAFANA: Two thousand five hundred metres down, clouds of pluming 

black particles are belched into the sea, coughed out like clouds of 
choking fumes, and four hundred degrees Celsius hot.

SARRINAH: And I’m interested in this why?
SHAFANA: This is molten quartz, studded with iron, copper, zinc, nickel 

and hydrogen sulphide.
SARRINAH: If you said it was liquid chocolate, studded with sultanas, 

pistachio, and pieces of orange rind you’d get my attention faster.
SHAFANA: As this metallic cocktail shrieks out into the cold sea water, 

the ferric sulphide turns black and it appears as if, fantastically, 
gusts of glossy black air are puffing through the water.

SARRINAH: Just as great gusts of indifference will be glazing over the 
eyes of your tutorial participants.

SHAFANA: You told me I should use images, try to paint a picture when 
I give my presentations.

SARRINAH: You could turn the dial up a little more on your best David 
Attenborough.

SHAFANA: Now, through the miasma of this vaporous haze we have begun 
to find creatures.

SARRINAH: Come on, leave your vaporous haze where it is and come with 
me.

SHAFANA: But I’m getting to the best bit.
SARRINAH: Go on then.
SHAFANA: Riftia pachyptila, a giant tube worm, fills out to its full length 

of one and a half metres in less than two years, without a mouth and 
without a gut. How can it grow if it does not eat in any observable way? 
It allows itself to be covered in bacteria, crawling with it, swarming 
with it, and is sustained by the hydrogen sulphide that they secrete. An 
enormous, snake-like worm that does not consume or excrete.

SARRINAH: So, no fun at a party.
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SHAFANA: But don’t you think that’s amazing?
SARRINAH: I think if you start your presentation with so many facts 

you’re in danger of losing them.
SHAFANA: But how about you, don’t you think that’s incredible?
SARRINAH: A worm that does not eat or shit? Yeah. Why not. Whoopee. 

Let’s just all say worm poo, worm poo, worm poo in quick succession.
SHAFANA: For millions of small shrimp, daily life is an extreme sport, 

balanced as they are on the edge of a steaming hot, poisonous soup 
that threatens in an instant to consume, cook or toxify them. And yet 
they thrive in colonies of thousands and thousands.

SARRINAH: Life can perversely defy expectations.
SHAFANA: Yes. Exactly. These are creatures unknown to science, resistant 

to reason, oppositional to logic and there are, doubtless, many more 
to be found.

SARRINAH: Yes, but your fellow students don’t care about that. The secret 
to a good tutorial presentation is to ease your listeners in gradually, 
talk to them about the people who set out to find these black smokers, 
the difficulties of funding their expedition, the dangers to them of 
going down to the ocean depths. Then once they are interested in the 
human story, then hit them with the facts.

SHAFANA: Why are you being so critical?
SARRINAH: You wanted me to give you feedback.
SHAFANA: I’ve just found the way to start.
SARRINAH: Of all the steps the first is the one that challenges us most.
SHAFANA: Is that an ancient Persian saying?
SARRINAH: No, it was on a flyer advertising my local gym.
SHAFANA: Oh, Aunt.
SARRINAH: Well it was.
SHAFANA: It’s a difficult subject to explain.
SARRINAH: What’s difficult? There are all these wormy little wrigglers 

swimming around unable to see anymore because they’ve all been 
blinded by the lights of investigating submarines.

She closes her eyes and stumbles around the space.
SHAFANA: They discovered species with white eyes suffered more dam-

age than those with pink eyes.
SARRINAH: Fine. So you say in your tutorial that down there it’s cook 

or be cooked.




