What I did on my snowbird vacation.
Or
Arrow Shrimp and other briny critters

I first wrote this story to my granddaughter on a notecard, but now I have to type it out because the card went out in the mail and I forgot to record it. 

The ship was just a fiberglass pontoon boat really. It was licensed to carry 25, but the crew of four nearly outnumbered its six passengers that day. Six was the minimum number Captain Sean who had his arm in a dark blue cotton sling and Captain Kelly with the scruffy white stubble would leave shore with, as the company was going into debt quickly after one engine had to be replaced. 
Two of the crew were a college student and a recent college graduate. Sidney and Tera spoke to us about the company mission with great enthusiasm for their work. They reminded me of myself when I was a vet tech, living my most passionate self and eager to share my new knowledge with the wider world. 
We got underway backing out of slip twenty-three in St. Pete Beach Pier. 
I liked looking over at my aunt and uncle who arranged this trip for us. They had taken their grandchildren earlier in the year and were just enjoying the ride. Uncle Phil just turned 92 and Aunt Karen is 85 this year.  They look at each other tenderly, through wisps of their white hair blowing in their faces. Sitting on the side bench next to each other, Phil puts his hand on Karen’s knee. “Are you okay in this spot?” he asked privately, his lips close to her ear.  Karen nodded in agreement. She doesn’t get around as well as he does these days, even though she is younger. 
Sidney and Tera take turns speaking into the handheld microphones attached to the captain’s console by a curly wire. We hear about the significance of the Tampa Bay waters which are an estuary for sea life raising their young. They track all the wildlife, underwater and also the seabirds. They are especially monitoring oysters, which keep the bay water filtered and clean. They show us a small bowling ball size oyster dome which will be their homes on the sea floor. They hope to aid the oyster population in recovering from decline by gaining funding and placing thousands of the domes in the Bay which is only an average of 11 feet deep.
When we are away from shore a good distance, the women work together to extend a large cone-shaped net off the back of the boat as we move along slowly in their favorite spot for a few minutes. The motor was turned off and we drifted a bit. We were told to look over the edge into the crystal-clear water. I could see large manta rays and silver-shining fish swimming beneath us catching the sun’s rays.  
The cone net was then carefully pulled back inside the boat and its contents carefully untangled and placed into a large circular tub about two feet deep on the aft section of the boat’s deck. 
Tera started jumping up and down like a five-year-old when she realized they had caught a baby sting ray. “This is the first sting ray we’ve seen all season! I never thought I would see one!” 
We all went back to view it. Inside the temporary tub we observed the rest of the haul and learned something about each animal. The seaweed was carefully extracted from the net and the tub by hand, leaving no more water than what you would have in our bath at home, clear to see its contents. They showed us how to identify Arrow shrimp, Pin fish, Pig fish, striped burr fish, Cow fish, sponge, and the baby sting ray. All were counted and recorded in their log book. A few we got to touch, like the sponge and the arrow shrimp which were small enough to fit into the palm of our hands. 
After that undersea catch was released back into the bay, the captains steered us to visit Northern Bird Island. 
The boat was driven slowly around the circumference of the island while we heard and viewed the loud squawking inhabitants. Our guides provided information about the nesting habits of the species we were viewing: Great Egret, Brown Pelican, double crested cormorant, Great Blue Heron, White ibis, Snowy Egret, and little blue heron, all jam-packed onto every branch of the mango trees which covered the quarter-acre island.  The value of that tiny island is so high, no humans are allowed to set foot on its shores.  The rest of the land around the bay, with few exceptions, is owned and built on by humans.  
On our way back to the marina, the captain pointed out two bottlenose dolphin swimming near the boat. Despite only seeing the dorsal fins tipping up out the water a few times, Dolphins are a delight to see. I knew they must be friendly, like Flipper,  and I tried to remember the theme song of that old TV show as we watched for our dolphins to surface again.  
I thanked my aunt and uncle profusely for the opportunity to experience that ecology tour with them. It made me want to learn more about the animals and fish in the briny bay waters. 
I hope I get to go on more eco trips like this in the future. 





 




 
