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Talking Mail 
 

 I had just arrived home when I saw the letter. It was 

from my nephew Alec. I was excited to see what he had sent 

me. My mind began to wonder what it could be. Was it a 

letter...a photo perhaps? Or maybe something else? A large 

blade of grass with holes eaten through it by a caterpillar in the 

shape of a smiley face, or a small stamp collection with an 

open space that says, "For immediate gratification. P.S. There's 

one on the envelope." Or maybe its a map to buried treasure 

that's already been dug up and reburied more shallow so it's 

easier to get to and doesn't require renting a backhoe. On the 

other hand it could be an empty tube of toothpaste, or an 

origami giraffe. 

 I opened the letter slowly, just in case it was full of 

jittery piranhas teeth. 

 "Hello...Hello?" There was a voice! 

 "Hello," I said back, wondering to whose body that 

voice might belong and hoping it was not my own. 

 "Down here...in the envelope. My name is Stanley." I 

reached into the envelope to investigate and the voice 

continued, "...ahh well alright I suppose you may take me out if 

you wish, but please do be careful as although I am very 

flexible, I tear easily." 

 Well this was something new. I was of the impression 

that talking mail was usually reserved for computers. What sort 

of rebellious retro-technology was this I thought as I placed the 

letter on the table and watched as it unfolded itself revealing 

Stanley who then unfolded himself as he stretched out his legs 

and stood up! 

 "Hi my name is Stanley. Perhaps you should read this 

letter, your facial expressions are telling me you're either 

confused or having digestive issues and I am afraid the online 

psychology course I took only allows me to treat the confusion 

so..." 

 I read the letter. "...a bulletin board? 

 "Yup." 

 "And now you're here?" 

 "Yup." 



 "Cool. Well I am glad to see you are making the most 

of it." 

 Stanley smiled and said, "Like my mom always says, if 

life gives you lemons, make friends with someone with sugar, 

you are bound to find something in common." Stanley and I 

made quick friends. I thought that maybe together we might be 

able to understand his flatness, maybe we could find a way to 

make him 3 dimensional again. 

 A square has 2 dimensions, length and width. But if you 

add another dimension depth to that square, it becomes a cube, 

which has a total of 3 dimensions. Stanley's flatness means he 

only has only 2 dimensions. 

 

 That's when Yulia came home. She talked with Stanley 

for a while and suggested since he was 2-D, he should spend 

some time in the drawing she made.  

 

 
 

 "Wow! The 2-D world Yulia made is so amazing! I can 

lay on black grass and climb to the top of this hill and touch the 

moon! Thank you for this," said Stanley. He was clearly 

enjoying his time in this 2-D world of charcoal and beeswax—
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a world that existed only in Yulia's mind before she brought it 

into existence with the movements of her hands. It exists there 

still, and now it exists in your mind too. And it might make you 

feel a certain way when you think about it. That's art Stanley 

thought.  

 But something was still missing. It took him a moment 

to think about it and then it hit him, although this 2-D world 

was a wonderful place, it could not change, at least not here in 

this frame anyway. Stanley became restless. He wanted to 

know more about the 3-D world.  

 I told Stanley I was studying to be a marine biologist. 

'There is a great deal we do not yet know about the ocean. And 

we know next to nothing about what goes on at the bottom. We 

have seen a handful of glimpses and we have a lot of good 

predictions or hypothesis but we need go there to test them." 

 I could see the questions forming like a bubble in 

Stanley's stomach, "A test you say...for knowledge?" I 

imagined his thoughts as small short lines curling themselves 

into letters and the letters into sentences, the punctuation 

struggling to keep up until they erupted in one long belch-like 

rumble, the words only fully forming after bouncing off a 

couple of walls. Stanley had a lot of questions. He was 

concerned that his flatness might be permanent. I told him as a 

scientist, it helps to organize your questions and then think of 

ways to test them that will give you answers you can be 

confident in. As a biologist I might start by asking if I know of 

any other creatures that are flat?  

There are flatworms... 

 "... and flatfish," shouted Stanley. 

 ...mats of bacteria or mold... 

 "...some corals can be pretty flat," added Stanley. 

 "And then I might ask what is unique about the 

environment in which they live and how being flat might help 

them to survive there. If we find out why they are flat, we 

might find out why you are flat and maybe how to reverse it. I 

know exactly where to start looking. In our fish tank! The 

habitat is the type that flatworms like and have been seen in 

before." 

 "Great," said Stanley, "but how will we get close 

enough to study them, you are much too large and I am made 

of paper!"  



 "Don't worry Flat Stanley, we marine biologists have 

lots of tricks up our sleeves to deal with just such an issue."  

 

The Fish Tank 
 

 We began by researching what was already known 

about the flatworms Stanley was likely to see. We found out 

that the species name was Girardia tigrina, and that it is 

common throughout North America. We also discovered that 

some species can regenerate body parts or even be cut in half 

and each half would grow back into a full size worm! We 

decided this was something we needed to investigate further 

before testing on Stanley directly. We formed a hypothesis, or 

a prediction that if we found the worms and they could re-grow 

a full body from only half, we would see some worms with big 

tails and very small heads that were growing back as well as 

some big heads with tiny tails that were growing back. All 

Stanley had to do now was go look for them. 

And in he went...  

 

 



 
 



 Sure enough, Stanley did find some worms with very 

small heads, but he did not find any with very small tails. For a 

moment he thought maybe there was something wrong with 

our hypothesis, but then out of the corner of his eye he saw 

something that made him reconsider. He watched as a fish 

called a loach swooped down and bit the head off one of the 

flatworms! And then another. And another! Fascinating, 

Stanley thought, there aren't any short tailed worms because 

the loaches only ever eat their heads! What a deal, the fish gets 

to eat and the worm just grows another head. Stanley also 

noticed that the worms were pretty simple on the inside and he 

guessed that was one of the reasons they had no trouble re-

growing an entire head. He was a little sad but also glad that he 

was most likely too complicated to regenerate a head. 

 Stanley began to miss being 3-D. He missed feeling the 

wind in his hair, the feel of water on his skin. He also missed 

eating ice cream. 2-D ice cream just wasn't the same. It lacked 

a certain depth of flavor.  

 "Stanley," I said reluctantly. "There is one other place 

that I know of where you might find your answers." 

 "Where," said Stanley? 

 "It's dangerous," I told him, but that only tightened his 

focus. "Its dark...the pressure increases with depth, which 

means it goes up as you go down. And the pressure at the 

bottom is 1000 times greater than the pressure we feel up here, 

so only a few have ever attempted..." 

 "...But if I am already flat..." 

 "Precisely Stanley. You could go where we cannot...to 

the bottom of the ocean." A shiver ran down Stanley's spine. 

The bottom of the ocean? Where there was no light and the 

pressure 1000 times greater? He was unsure. This was the edge 

of scientific exploration. He would be going where no one, 2-D 

or 3-D, had ever gone before. He was scared. Maybe it wasn't 

worth it. Maybe being 2-D wasn't so bad. It did have its perks. 

I mean the travel costs alone. Being 2-D had allowed him to do 

some pretty amazing things. And one of those things could be 

seeing the bottom of the ocean and something that no one else 

has seen before. What if its one of the most amazing 

discoveries yet? 

 There could be a whole other world down there. Maybe 

there would even be other flat creatures down there living their 

lives happily. Maybe he could even live down there for a while 



and find out their secrets. They could have very important 

things to teach him. What should he do? If he stays he'll be safe 

but he may never figure out a way to reverse his flatness. If he 

goes he might not find anything, but at least he would know his 

answers were not at the bottom of the ocean and he could keep 

looking. Although he might get lost down there and never 

come back. 

 Stanley thought about this for a long time, and rightly 

so, this was a big decision. Life is full of tough choices he 

thought, no matter what world you live in. He went back to 

Yulia's 2-D world and laid on the black grass.  

 

 

 He looked up into the sky and imagined he was looking 

up at the stars in his back yard at home in Wisconsin. He 

imagined what they would look like if he were there and it 

made him feel safe. Then he thought about what they might 

look like from somewhere else and he started to feel an 

excitement building, slow at first but soon it was 

overwhelming. The evidence was pointing him down and he 

knew in his heart he was going to go. 



The Lab  
 

 
 

My Lab was planning an expedition aboard the 140-foot 

research ship called the Point Sur. They were going far out into 

the ocean to test how much of the element mercury there was 

in the water at different depths in order to understand how it 

was moving between the air and the ocean. There is a lot more 

mercury in the water now than there has been in the past. It's 

even gotten into the tiny plankton and then bigger plankton that 

eat them, then the fish that eat the plankton, and because they 

are eating so much it builds up in their bodies and can be 

harmful to the animals that eat the fish, including us humans. 

 I explained to Stanley that unfortunately the way we 

have been generating most of our energy is why there is so 

much mercury in the air and the water. But the good news is 

now that we know, we can change how we generate the energy 

we need.  

 

 



 The other members of the research team were skeptical 

at first— scientists tend to question everything. I convinced 

them that I had a way to collect samples by hand from the very 

bottom of the ocean for their mercury study. They agreed to 

bring us on and I told them what we needed and that my 

colleague and I would meet them on the docks the following 

morning in Moss Landing Harbor. 



The Dive 

 

 
 

 I could see Stanley waving through the porthole in the 

submersible as they lowered it into the blue water below. I 

could see he was nervous and excited. I wished him the best of 

luck and went inside to monitor his descent. The submersible 

fell through the depths and Stanley watched as the light began 

to fade into darker and darker shades of blue until finally there 

was nothing but black. Stanley flipped on the lights outside the 

submersible and was immediately taken aback by the creature 

he saw sprawled out across the beam of light and trailing off 

into the darkness in either direction as if the ends continued 

forever. It was a chain of fleshy clear tubes called salps. He 

knew from his research that these are colonial individuals that 

stick together and form the longest of any creature that we have 

yet found in the ocean. 



 

 It was so amazing he nearly missed the little gooseberry 

ctenophores gliding all around the windows. They were about 

the size of his head and looked like clear balloons with colors 

dancing on their surface. It was as if an oily puddle of water 

from the street had rolled itself into a ball and was swimming 

around while the light of the submersible reflected rainbows 

off the fine hairs it was using to propel itself through the water. 

They were beautiful. 

 

 



 Stanley lost all of his fear at that instant. He still was 

aware of the danger, but he believed in our team and knew they 

would help him every step of the way. Its good to have people 

you can trust thought Stanley. He wanted to see more. 

Excitement replaced the fear. Every meter he dropped through 

the water was another reason to be alive. He wanted to share 

his experience with the world. He wrote down everything he 

could in his journal. He described what he saw to the best of 

his abilities, but there was so much to describe. Soon he was 

overwhelmed and decided to just relax and take everything in. 

He tried to quiet his thoughts and observe everything, to be 

aware of everything around him. He felt so connected to this 

place. 

 "Stanley you are approaching destination Alpha. 

Prepare for touchdown," my voice cracked over the radio. The 

submersible came down with a puff of fine dust. Stanley 

peered out of the porthole after the dust cleared. He was so 

excited he was fogging up the glass with his breath. At first it 

looked like nothing, just blank darkness. He moved the lights 

to shine farther out. There! What was that?! 

 

 
 

 "There is a shoreline!" Stanley said as if to himself. But 

he was already under water! What was going on? 

 "Stanley what are you seeing?' I asked. 

 "It looks like another type of water that is compressed 

together tighter than the water I am in." 

 "Well there is the bottom of the ocean for you. So much 

pressure it's got its own type of water." It was the only thing I 

could think to say, I was baffled too. 



 "It's so dense I bet I can walk on it..." maybe even live 

on it he continued silently. 

 "Are you ready for your dive Stanley?"  

 The time had come for Stanley to leave the submersible 

and explore the seafloor in his special diving suit. He knew the 

other scientists were counting on him to get the samples they 

needed for their research. Suddenly it dawned on him. What if 

this new kind of water could tell him something about flatness? 

It was the flattest type of water on earth and maybe since all 

living things need water and he was flat and alive maybe this 

type of water was the kind that was inside of him. He decided 

he would look closely for flat creatures under the water that 

was under the water.  

 Stanley knew it was cold out there from his temperature 

gauge, just above freezing but he was quite cozy inside his dive 

suit. He was making his way to the underwater water when he 

saw a white flash in his beam of light. He focused the beam 

and saw a ghostly white octopus with tiny legs and a large head 

shaped body with great big flaps on its sides like skin paddles 

that it was using to swim just like Dumbo when he used his 

ears to fly. 

 
 Stanley swam a bit farther and came upon a field of 

white tubeworms, all of them over six feet tall with brilliant red 

gills.  

 I tell Stanley they are red because they have 

hemoglobin in their blood, just like humans do, that stores 

oxygen, which is scarce down that deep. They also have 

symbiotic bacteria that live inside of their gills and turn basic 

chemicals in the water into energy kind of like plants do with 

sunlight. At the bottom of the ocean, where the giant rocky 

plates on the surface of earth that we call the ground are being 

pushed apart by new rock cooling from lava just like in a 

volcano, the cold water hits that superhot rock and gets heated 



and filled with chemicals that can come spewing out of rocky 

chimneys. "I see them all clustered around them," said Stanley. 

 

 
 

 He also saw white crabs and red shrimp and an all 

white eel. He wondered why they had eyes since it was pitch 

black down here.  

 

 



 Stanley was feeling very brave. He decided to turn off 

all of his lights to see if there was anything to see in the dark. 

He did not have to wait long. The darkness lit up like it was 

full of fireflies and he remembered those warm summer nights 

back home with the voices of the amphibians, the frogs and 

toads, filling what darkness was left between the stars 

flickering above and below. 

 Stanley sat there for a moment, thinking about the stars 

and space and his place in it. It was suddenly far less important 

to reverse his flatness than it was to understand it, and not just 

flatness but everything else too, or at least what he was capable 

of understanding at any rate, and that would be enough. That 

was all he could really ask for in the end, the chance to live and 

the freedom to chase the truth into the unknown and maybe, 

just maybe catch a glimpse of it.  

 He turned on his light again and soon he was at the 

shore of this underwater lake. He could see ripples on its 

surface, even signs that its depth changed with the tides 

because of the gravity of the moon and sun, just like the ocean 

above. Stanley collected the samples for the scientists and took 

some photos for his own inquiry on flatness. "We are coming 

up on extraction time bravo Stanley, time to pack it up." 

 Stanley decided to take one more picture of himself at 

the bottom of the ocean and set his camera on the submersible 

and put it on a timer. He swam out and waited there in the dark. 

He was counting down to the flash...5, 4, 3...when he got to 

zero the light flashed and there was burst of water behind him! 

It startled Stanley so much he decided it was time to go and he 

swam as fast as he could and climbed back into the 

submersible and pumped out all of the water. His heart seemed 

to be pumping just as fast. He checked his camera to see if it 

had caught anything... 



 
 

 Talk about a close call! I'm sure glad she was only 

curious and not hungry thought Stanley. 

 It was a long ride back up to the surface but his head 

was filled with a thousand thoughts and though he did not find 

all of his answers, his world had gotten bigger and Stanley 

knew something in him had changed. Whether or not he would 

get his answers was yet to be seen, but when I opened that 

hatch and looked into his eyes, I knew he had changed too. He 

looked, dare I say, a little deeper, a little fuller of life. I was 

happy to see Stanley finding himself out here in the vast blue 

ocean. He reminded me of...well, me. 

 


