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Stingrays in the Cayman Islands
A long time ago, I had an unforgettable experience while visiting the Cayman Islands. Our ship docked there, and my husband and I went to see Stingray City. I had never seen a stingray in person, and the idea of feeding, let alone touching it, excited me. It sounded like an adventure, and I could not wait for it to become a reality. 
	On a given day, we were met in the ship's lobby by our tour guide, and as a group, we followed her to shore, where we boarded a smaller boat that took us on a ride around the island and to the designated spot.
	The excursion was pre-planned and pre-arranged because the locals bill the stingray encounter as the most common tourist attraction for those who visit the Caymans. However, it doesn't mean you could go anywhere in the ocean to feed them. 
	Our ride on the boat was uneventful as one of the local captains maneuvered it over the waves toward the spot where the school of sting rays habituated. When we got to it, the waters were no longer calm. They became bumpy due to the number of local boats assembled close to each other and loaded with tourists. Rocking from side to side, we waited our turn to disembark. 
	Meantime, our friendly tour guide Sarah, an attractive woman with the most beautiful smile, told us the story about the stingrays. According to her, the Cayman Islands is the only place in the world where the stingrays became if I could call them that, domesticated. 
	It started decades ago with the local fishermen. On the way back from a fishing expedition, they stopped in the calm waters of the shallows and the sandbar area to clean fish. There they threw the fish guts and squid overboard, attracting the stingrays. Soon the stingrays associated the sound of a boat engine with food, and after a while, the stingrays became unafraid of people. Because they didn't pose any threats to them, this practice turned into a tradition.
 	With time, a symbiotic relationship developed between the stingrays and humans. At some point, they allowed them to touch them in exchange for food. That is how the legend started.
	But when we visited, the legend was no longer a legend. It became a reality my husband and I lived through. When our turn came to disembark, we went to the side of the boat to take the ladder into the water. I was in front of my husband. Descending the ladder, I carefully touched the last tread, let go of the rail, pushed off, and swam toward the stingrays. Our guide Sarah was nearby supervising the landing. 
	The warm water calmed me down. I turned around to look at my husband. He was about to step down when the unimaginable happened. Suddenly, Yefim lost his balance and went under. I yelled. Sarah jumped into action. She swam toward him, dived, and a few seconds later pulled him out of the water. 
	My husband seemed to be okay. Later, Yefim told me that he miscalculated the last step and ended up in the water sooner than expected. He was not prepared for it, but he did not panic, and with Sarah's help, everything ended well.
	When everyone left the boat, Sarah brought us to the shallow part of the ocean, Stingray City. We stood on our feet as she distributed pieces of squid and instructed us on how to hold it in our hands. It was essential to have our thumbs hidden while offering food. Stingrays can't tell what they inhale during feeding. 
	Filled with anticipation, I waited for a stingray to approach me. When it did, I let it suck the food out of my hand. I could hear the suction sound as it inhaled my offering. Sarah stood next to me, holding on to the stingray so I could touch it. I reached out and felt its silky skin. It was unreal and so satisfying to touch the skin of a wild animal. I let my hand glide over its slippery, glistening back, feeling its body wrapping around my body and legs as it slid down. The movement was so sensual and gentle. It took my breath away. 
	Someone took a picture, and occasionally, I look at it to remind myself how little I need to be happy. 


	


