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We had made it about halfway to the harbor when suddenly about thirty feet in front of us an adult humpback erupted from the sea, shooting impossibly upward— as if a building had grown out of the ocean, as Charlotte would later describe it. When a whale is in the water, it is like an iceberg: You see only a fraction of it and have no true conception of its size. Each foot of humpback whale weighs about a ton, and adults range from about thirty to fifty feet long. An animal three times the weight of a double-decker bus. Can you imagine what that looks like hovering above you? One moment we were on the flat, calm sea going home, the next this gargantuan, living mass of muscle and blood and bone was in the air, arcing toward us. I remember noticing the grooves on its throat. Ventral pleats, I thought to myself. And the next thing I recall is being underwater.
A humpback whale is three times bigger than the biggest T. rex; its sixteen-foot pectoral fin is the largest and most powerful arm in the history of life on Earth. If you were to X-ray a humpback’s pec fin you would see your own arm, writ monstrous: shoulder blades into humerus bone, joining radius and ulna, hand bones and fingers— a legacy of their lives on land before their ancestors returned to the seas. As the whale came down onto us, the force of the impact punched the kayak beneath the water, and we were sucked down with the sinking whale, leaving just an explosion of spray where we’d been a moment before. Underwater, dislodged from the kayak, I spun, a toy person, tumbling in the freezing water faster than I thought possible, my stomach yawing with the feeling you get when you jump off something high. My eyes were open but I could see nothing but whiteness. I sensed that the whale was still very close. And then I felt it move away without touching me. The white of the explosion turned to dark seawater.
[bookmark: _GoBack][…] We dangled off someone else’s kayak in a state of euphoria and shock, while someone turned ours over to empty it. We were safe. Just then, a whale began moving toward us along the surface of the water. “He’s back for more!” joked a nearby kayaker.
I laughed, but I was unnerved. While I knew that these whales don’t eat people and in fact cannot, having no teeth and a throat the width of a grapefruit, I was also aware that they don’t often breach on people, either. Just as the approaching whale’s head felt like it would hit us, it tilted its front end down and dove.


