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				Prologue

				There really is no clean way to say this, so here goes: for as long as I can remember I have always loved animals, sex, and music, especially percussion. In fact, I have been told I jerk harder than Seinfeld’s Elaine Benes when I’m shaking my booty to a decent beat. Anyway, it is therefore no surprise that I steered my career into working with sharks and other marine animals, while keeping a private side business selling seductive lingerie and a few other toys – of the adult nature – and also occasionally playing my drums with friends. It’s not easy to explain how all this came to be. There certainly was no master plan at the onset, and I honestly didn’t imagine I’d be doing half of the stuff I did over the years, back in the days when I was thinking about my future.

				I certainly didn’t imagine my first marriage would open before it ended, nor did I imagine I’d be marrying Princess Leia in Vegas, and I certainly didn’t see myself sitting down to tell a whole lot of stories... Some involving sharks, some planes, some stockings and garter-belts, some boats, some public aquaria, and some ball-gags and leather restraints, among many other things. But that is the way things happened and the next pages kind of explain how all the pieces fit in the puzzle. 

				This is the first of a series of books, for the Gods have been very kind to me and have showered me with many stories to tell. Once I run out of my stories, I can tell you 

			

		

	
		
			
				12

			

		

		
			
				João Correia

			

		

		
			
				right now I am planning on telling other people’s stories, for I find reality is far more exciting than fiction.

				In fact, I would argue that the, seemingly, dullest life on earth is indeed extraordinary, in the true and literal sense of the word.

				If you find these stories moderately interesting, you have no idea of what some of my amazing friends are doing out there, whether they’re in a wetsuit studying sharks or in a latex catsuit playing with their gagged partner... I do have a lot of different friends from many different walks of life. I love them dearly, for they are all wonderful human beings living wonderful lives.

				So although professionally we walk very different paths, we all share one common vision: life is short and fragile but oh so precious. It is also a thing of beauty and certainly not one to be squandered, wasted, nor spent imposing one’s vision over another. Live and let live, as someone once said. Be the best human being that you can possibly be, and treat life right... For if you do, life will treat you right back.

				I hope you enjoy reading these lines. I most certainly enjoyed – and enjoy – living them. Now get out behind that screen and go LIVE. ;-)

				João Correia

				* * * * * * *
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				Chapter 1September 1994The Sharks That Jesus Brought Me

				It was early September 1994 and, for the first time ever, I felt a bit lost. I had just returned from my second stretch of fieldwork at the Sharklab and multiple challenges laid ahead of me. Sharklab is the more intimate name for the Bimini Biological Field Station, Dr. Samuel Gruber’s fieldwork site, dedicated to the study of lemon sharks, Negaprion brevirostris, truly a Meca for all those interested in a career devoted to research on sharks. The challenges then were, first, to sit down and write my senior thesis, the one step left between me and a degree in Marine Biology. The second challenge was moving back in with mom and dad after four years taking care of myself in the Algarve, three of which were spent living with my girlfriend Leonor and my best buddy Tiago Teixeira and his girlfriend, Ana Abreu. Let me correct the latter for, in all fairness, I can’t really say I was taking care of myself because mom and dad paid my cut of the rent of the flat we lived in and also slapped 30.000 escudos (approximately 200 US dollars then) in my hand every month. Still, in four years I never asked for a dime over my monthly 30K allowance and managed to squeeze my freediving and scuba certifications and also my driver’s license (both for car and motorcycles) into that allowance. Not a tremendous accomplishment, I know, but at least I knew how to manage my personal finances and never had 
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				to call home for rescue funds, as some folks in my class did.

				If you have ever lived by yourself and then moved back in with the parents, you know what I’m talking about. My parents, I’ll say it right now, are the finest parents in the World. I have no doubt your parents are ok, but trust me, I have the coolest mom and dad. I don’t think I ever heard a discouraging word from them ever and, while most people would say they’ve spoiled me rotten, I feel comfortable knowing they’ve provided me with the means to become what I always wanted: a Marine Biologist who gets to play with sharks. That’s all I ever wanted to do and I wouldn’t be doing it if it weren’t for their unwavering support. So here’s a sincere word of appreciation – which I don’t say nearly often enough – to Rosário and António Correia, a.k.a. mom and dad.

				However, we’re all grown-ups so let’s be frank about this... Living alone and then moving back with mom and dad is no easy picnic, because a man, or gal, develops certain habits in the process of living alone, or should I say they lose a few habits in the process of living alone. I know it’s a petty detail, but I have this recollection of me typing away furiously on my thesis and precisely during that one paragraph where your writing is flowing like a dream, you see your thoughts transforming into beautiful sentences that stare at you from the screen... You think to yourself “Damn, this is gold!!!” and then, dead smack in the middle of that paragraph, right when your brain is dictating you the words you’ve been chasing all afternoon, that beautiful orgasmic moment when you feel almost brilliant, a voice echoes from the living room “João, dinner is on the table!”... You focus harder... “I’ll 
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				be over in just a second!” You squeeze your thoughts in and hold on to the brilliancy of your sentence, typing in panic before it all goes away... “Come on, it’s getting cold!...” “Son of a...!” you can’t help to think and feel a massive load of guilt immediately afterwards... “Ok, I’m coming!... Just a second!...” you type faster and faster, your fingers punch the keyboard as if running from a fire... You’re almost there, the paragraph is almost done, but you feel your thoughts slipping away like sand in an hourglass!... You’re so close and then... disaster... You hear footsteps on the hallway... Dad is walking over and he means business... “Shit!” you think. “That’s it, I’m a gonner...” Dad storms inside the bedroom and gives you the speech where you’re the ungrateful sonofabitch who’s showing a total disrespect for mom’s efforts in the kitchen. There’s no arguing with dad’s sonofabitch speech so you hit ‘Save’ on the computer and go have dinner. Your nearly finished paragraph is dead. Died at the beach, as they say. You didn’t type fast enough and didn’t close your chain of thought before dad came storming into the room. You’ll have to start over after dinner, knowing all too well those brilliant thoughts you had dancing on your mind are gone forever, and whatever gibberish you type after dessert is not going to be nearly as luminous as what you were typing before. “So, how was your day, dear?” mom asks as you sit down and place your napkin on your lap, stabbing the steak with a piece of your mind right after...

				Living with mom and dad had its ups and downs and as much as I loved, and love, them dearly, I was eager to land a job, get married with Leonor and settle down in a place of our own. And that was challenge number three: a job. Now, I don’t know what it’s like where you live, 
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				but there aren’t many jobs for freshly graduated Marine Biologists who want to work with sharks, in Portugal, nor its bordering countries, so this was a bit of a concern. Now I have to be fair, knowing too well this will sound horribly presumptuous... I mentioned earlier I was feeling lost, right? Well, that’s not entirely true... Call me a smart-ass, or a conceited prick if you will, but I knew things were going to work out for me. How did I know? Because as cheesy and cliché as that might sound, failure was – and never will be – an option.

				I’ll take this soap boxy moment to share two quick stories with you that have guided me through life. One comes from the movie ‘GATTACA’, which is a 1997 masterpiece and I hadn’t even seen it in 1994. It doesn’t matter. The script merely illustrated, in moving color, something I had always felt inside. I don’t want to spoil it for you, but the story features two brothers: Anton is the athletic and smart one, with a brilliant career ahead of him; Vincent was the weak link of the family with a heart condition that barred him from becoming an astronaut, his lifelong dream. The action is set in the not so distant future, in a time where genetics, tested at birth, dictate whether one is valid or invalid. Vincent was invalid since the day he first got tested. There’s one scene in this Andrew Niccol’s masterpiece where Anton and Vincent go swimming at night, a routine they’ve indulged in multiple times before with Anton holding an undisputed, and unsurprising, record of wins. The goal is to swim away from the beach until they can’t swim any longer, knowing they’ll have to swim back. Whoever quits first loses. Against all odds Anton quits first; Vincent in fact needs to help him swim back to shore. In shock, he asks his feebler brother “How did you do it?” Vincent replies 
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				“You wanna know how I did it? I never saved anything for the swim back”. Now take a moment to let that sink in before moving on to the next set of wisdom...

				The second story comes from Luis Sepúlveda, a wonderful Chilean writer that publishes the most beautiful short stories. One of them, ‘The Story Of A Seagull And The Cat Who Taught Her To Fly’, ends with this pearl: ‘And, in the end, the seagull learned the most important lesson of all: only those who dare may fly.’

				I certainly hope that didn’t read too bigheaded. What can I say, I grew up believing in myself and in good old-fashioned values: being a good person, treating others the way you, yourself, like to be treated, work hard and don’t steer away from your goals. With all these thoughts in my mind, landing a job in marine biology (that somehow involved sharks) was no easy task in 1994 Portugal. And then, as always, a promising solution presented itself in the form of a newspaper article about the upcoming Expo’98, the last World’s Fair of the XXth Century, which was to be set in Lisbon and have the Oceans as its main driving theme. Needless to say, my dad was the reason why I read the article in the first place. He saw it and saved it for me, for whatever involved the sea, my dad would keep religiously and forward to me. Always. I salivated all over this particular article, specifically the segment about the Oceanário, which was to be Portugal’s, indeed Europe’s, finest public aquarium. It simply sounded far too yummy to be ignored so I read it over and over and spotted the name ‘Aquário Vasco da Gama’ somewhere, which is Portugal’s oldest aquarium, in fact the second oldest in the world, after Naples’s Anton Dorn Zoological Station and Aquarium in Italy. So I called 
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				the Vasco da Gama aquarium and asked to speak with whomever could provide information on the exciting new Expo’98 project. My call got bumped from person to person as they all replied with a bewildered “The what project?...” Eventually I got to state my case to Fátima Gil, the aquarium’s technical director, who was a sweetie and invited me to go over and chat with her. And so I did, armed with my CV, which was pretty blank except for two tours of duty in Bimini working with subadult lemon sharks and a close-to-finished degree in Marine Biology. I did have a few odd summer jobs that somewhat embellished an otherwise set of nearly blank pages; those included three summers where I was a ‘runner’ at the Chicago Board of Trade; one summer as a lab assistant at the pellet-food producing plant my dad worked at; and a few summers where I helped a delightful old man, Mr. Joaquim, who trained Arabian racing horses and we used to have really long horse-back rides through the Cartaxo countryside, which is the name of the small town I lived in until 1989.

				I had the nicest meeting with Fátima, who began by explaining the Vasco da Gama aquarium had, in fact, very little to do with Expo’98. Although she did say they had a close relationship with the Lisbon Zoo and also mentioned they were about to welcome some sharks. She then asked if I wouldn’t mind her sending them my CV. “Hell, yeah!” I believe is what I replied, most likely in somewhat more polite terms.
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				The Zoo

				And indeed a phone-call came from the Zoo a few days after. Manuel Bragança, their commercial director, called me (at mom and dad’s, of course) and asked me to go over there so we could have a chat. He asked me to take whatever materials I had on sharks, so I took my Samsonite executive-style briefcase loaded with Bimini pictures and books, with me on the subway. My Samsonite executive-style briefcase, by the way, was a gift dad had brought me from one of his many trips abroad years before. He bought it specifically for me to use in college and I never had the heart to tell him college was far too slacking for a briefcase. In fact, I remember calling mom, on my very first day in college (15th of October, 1990), and complaining everybody looked pretty moronic. Again, at the risk of sounding like an annoying idiot, I have to admit college was a huge disappointment. Except for some noticeable exceptions both in the faculty and student body, the truth is I found the teachers, the staff, my classmates, and even the older students fell vastly short of the seriousness and brilliance I expected from University, which I had always placed as the highest altar of learning, existing on the planet. Regardless, there were, I’ll say it again, a few noteworthy exceptions whom I have remained close friends with to this day. But I’m thinking the whole University Experience is going to grow into another book. Hell, who needs fiction when you’ve done four years of college in the Algarve, Portugal’s southernmost region? Trust me, fiction is lame in comparison.

				When I got to the Zoo, Manuel welcomed me with a professional attitude and serious look. He was a fast talker and immediately I realized he was the kind of guy who 
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				listens to very little of what one says and talks seemingly without stopping for breath. The key was therefore to fire short sweet bursts of moderate interest that captivated his extremely short attention span. “Show me what you got”, he said, and I proceeded to empty the contents of my briefcase all over his desk. I showed him ‘Sharks – Silent Hunters of the Deep’, the fine publication from Ron and Valerie Taylor, which had been at my bedside since the day my dad brought it back for me from his first trip to Australia. I showed him the FAO ‘Sharks of the World’ catalogues and I flipped the pages to Carcharias taurus, the sandtiger shark (then still known as Eugomphodus taurus), which Manuel mentioned they were going to welcome. And then I showed him some pictures of me playing in Bimini with lemon sharks. That’s when Manuel finally focused his attention on something and asked me dead in the eye “I understand these sharks need some help when they come in from a long flight [they were coming from South Africa] and someone needs to get in the water with them; can you do that?” I believe my reply was a short and emphatic “Absolutely.” Although my mind was saying “You bet your sweet ass, I can!”
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				Holding an underwater receiver and monitoring the activity of a subadult lemon shark fitted with an ultrasonic transmitter. Bimini Lagoon, Bahamas. Summer 1994

				So here’s what the plan was, according to Manuel’s detailed breakdown: they were preparing a temporary exhibit named ‘Sharks, Whales and Company’ and the idea was to have a few models of killer whales and white sharks, wagging their robotic tails left and right, or up and down, throughout some 40 meters (130 feet) of passageways built under a huge tent. The hallways, sights and sounds were to convey an underwater feeling to visitors, who would then cross over to a second tent where they would get the opportunity to see, for the first time ever in the country, three large sized live sharks, sandtiger sharks specifically. Interestingly, we had this meeting sometime late in 1994 and, just days after, I had a similar meeting at Zoomarine, Portugal’s first water themed park located in the Algarve, where their super 
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				kind director, Pedro Lávia, offered me a job. However, I had the Zoo gig lined up in Lisbon (plus another thing I’ll let you know about in a few moments), and the plan was for Leonor and I to find jobs, then a house and get married, so I passed on the Zoomarine offer. Little did I know then that Zoomarine was going to be one of my main Flying Sharks clients many years after.

				And that, my friends, is what life has treated me like since I can remember... I need something, and something is what life brings me. And it never seems to fail, as scary as that might sound.

				Anyway, Manuel also told me the sharks were being collected in South Africa by a gentleman named John Visser, and they were going to be moved, by plane, to Lisbon with the assistance of a young man from Australia, Mark Smith. This was all to happen sometime in early February (1995), so Manuel asked me to keep in touch until then.

				I left the Zoo feeling like I had just landed the most awesomest gig on Earth and ran home to let mom and dad know about it. I then called Leonor at home (there were no mobile phones yet – only big chunky things that CEOs carried around in wheelbarrows) and told her all about it. At this time Leonor and I were both taking classes on a Master’s Program focused on the Modeling and Management of Marine Resources, which is what young undergrads do when they finish college and have nothing to do. Even though I was still writing up my undergrad senior thesis, the folk from the Instituto Superior Técnico (i.e. Superior Technical Institute) allowed me, and Leonor, to register for their M.Sc. program provided, of 
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				course, we finished our undergrads before submitting our M.Sc. thesis. By then Leonor was doing the fieldwork for her undergrad’s thesis, focused on deepwater decapode crustaceans, at the Portuguese Marine Research Institute, so starting our Master’s seemed like a great idea. The Portuguese Marine Research Institute, by the way, was then called ‘IPIMAR’, although that name was short-lived, for there is an unspoken rule in the Portuguese Constitution that forces every new government to change the name of just about every public institution in the country when they take office... Take the IPIMAR, which started out as the Estação de Biologia Marítima sometime in the mid XXth Century, then became INIP (Instituto Nacional de Investigação das Pescas), then IPIMAR (Instituto Português de Investigação Marinha), then IIPM (Instituto de Investigação das Pescas e do Mar), then INIAP (Instituto Nacional de Investigação Agrária e das Pescas), then they became part of the INRB (Instituto Nacional de Recursos Biológicos), and now they are part of IPMA (Instituto Português do Mar e Atmosfera). What most people forget is the insane amount of money that goes into changing an institution’s name, for all the metal lettering on the building, warehouses filled with stationary, logos on the vehicles and on the walls, etc., need to be trashed and replaced. The interesting aspect is that they may change the director and the name of the institution, but Joe/Jane Schmo working on the 3rd floor will continue to do what he/she’s been doing for the past 20 years, so please someone explain to me what the fucking point is in changing these names around every few years. Anyway, this was also the time, as they say, the shit hit the proverbial fan...
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				Leonor’s work involved spending weeks in the ocean aboard the IPIMAR’s research vessel ‘Noruega’, which had been a present from the Norwegian government to their Portuguese counterpart (‘Noruega’ means ‘Norway’ in Portuguese, just in case you’re not a linguistics wiz). The work involved bottom trawling, from 400 to 800 meters deep, and it was Leonor’s job to identify every single crustacean landed by the net on all 3, or 4, trawls conducted every day. If you’ve never done fieldwork on a research vessel, you have no idea of how hard it is. I had the opportunity to do it, also working for the IPIMAR, in 1995, and, trust me, it’s not something I miss doing a whole lot. The perpetual motion, the smell of both petrol and cigarette smoke, the same egos living within inches of your face 24/7 for days straight, is not something I would like to do again, unless I had the opportunity to carefully pick my crew mates and ask Mr. Neptune for flat seas. Yes, I’m afraid marine biology is my game, but my stomach doesn’t always agree with my career choice and keeps praying for the day I land us a nice cushy job behind a desk.

				Anyway, Leonor called me one day and mentioned they were catching loads of deepsea sharks and that made her think about me all the time. We were then madly in love with each other, so we spoke on the phone for hours and she gave me, in fact, a list of the species they regularly encountered on their trawling net. I looked them all up on my trusted FAO ‘Sharks of the World’ catalogues (which I had bought from Dr. Gruber during my stay in Bimini) and was immediately fascinated by how spectacularly amazing these ‘cigar shaped’ critters looked. The ‘Noruega’s’ net was apparently filled with leafscale gulper sharks, Centrophorus squamosus; gulper 
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				sharks, Centrophorus granulosus; Portuguese dogfish, Centroscymnus coelolepis; and birdbeak dogfish, Deania calceus. These were some of the many deepwater shark species Leonor was seeing out in the ocean every single day. I then asked if anyone was processing that information and she mentioned that the IPIMAR had dozens of folders of such data from countless previous trawling surveys but no one was working the data. My mind racing, I sat in front of my laptop (a grayscale screened Compaq with a 386 processor that danced around my previous 286 Olivetti desktop with its phenomenal 20 Mega (not Giga!) bytes hardrive!) and quickly put together a proposal where I volunteered to process all that information. For free.

				I finished that thinking I was a scientific and entrepreneurial genius, not realizing I had just made one of the stupidest mistakes in my life. One I didn’t even pay for myself. Poor Leonor did.

				* * * * * * *
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				Chapter 2September 1994Enter The Dragon

				I was pretty detailed about the research proposal I sent to the IPIMAR, and illutrated with great care the type of data crunching I’d do. In true João Correia style, I read it a few times, corrected it, revised it, printed it up and slapped it inside an A4 envelope addressed to Carlos Sousa Reis, president of IPIMAR, not even considering, for one single second, the full ramifications of what I was doing. I returned home from the post office feeling pretty damn special. In just a few days I had gone from a low life undergrad, working on his senior thesis, living with his parents and with little prospects for a career in sharks, to: a bright young man who (1) had started his M.Sc. program, focusing his thesis on a second summer with lemon sharks in Bimini; (2) had the shark welcoming gig at the Zoo; and (3) had just submitted a proposal to the nation’s Marine Research Institute and, given the fact that I was volunteering to crunch decades of sharky numbers for free, I was sure they’d say yes. “They’d have to be idiots not to!” I so cleverly thought. And man, was I so sadly wrong...
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				Leafscale gulper sharks, Centrophorus squamosus, caught by the RV ‘Noruega’ during a bottom trawl research survey off the Portuguese coast. Autumn 1995

				Five or six days after mailing my proposal, the phone rang. It was him. El presidente (that’s Spanish, by the way, not Portuguese, hence the italics). Carlos Sousa Reis himself, talking to me on the phone. He had loved my proposal and asked me to go to Algés, IPIMAR’s HQ, to talk to him. Not only that, he was exceptionally nice on the phone and said “João, I’ve been in this business for many years and never received a proposal like this. Ever. In my job all I hear is bitching and moaning from everybody all day long, so you can imagine my surprise when I read your enthusiastic letter volunteering to do all this tremendous work for free. Please come here to see me as fast as you can. We need to find a way to have you doing this.” Needless to say I had to quickly go change my pants after the phone-call ended, lest mom catch me and think she raised a freak.
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				We set a date – not too hard since my calendar was pretty empty back in those days – and I made sure I washed particularly well behind the ears that day. I drove to the IPIMAR, which is beautifully set by the water on the west side of Lisbon, right where the Tagus River meets the Atlantic Ocean. Carlos Reis was one of the nicest men I’ve ever met and to this day he’s still one of those very few I want to be like when I grow up. We immediately hit it off and we spoke of sharks, of science, and of the Oceanário, the grand new aquarium they were building in Expo’98. He showed me a project, called ‘Procap’, that he had been commissioned to do, where details were provided on how most of the Oceanário’s fish were to be collected along the Portuguese shore. Blue sharks, Prionace glauca; smooth hammerhead sharks, Sphyrna zygaena; shortfin mako sharks, Isurus oxyrinchus; and thresher sharks, Alopias vulpinus; were some of the species mentioned in the report. At this point I moved uneasily in my chair and very timidly mentioned that I didn’t think those particular species were going to do tremendously well in a captive environment. Mind you, I had little to no training in husbandry techniques then, but the sheer size, and power, of those species told me they weren’t going to be easy to catch, nor move, nor acclimate to a confined space. Still, I didn’t care. The president of IPIMAR was in love with me and I was in love with him.

				He then explained that there was an ongoing project running at IPIMAR, which was focusing on deepwater resources. It was his impression that this project included funds to hire one technician for three years and he assured me he was going to have a chat with the project’s leading investigator, Maria José Figueiredo. I later learned Maria José was a close-to-retirement lady researcher nicknamed 
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				‘The Dragon’. I also learned later that nobody used the nickname ‘The Dragon’, only she did... Which made me think “What kind of person actually wants to instigate the cult of people calling her ‘The Dragon’?... Carlos Reis and I shook hands vigorously that day and I drove home with a stupid grin on my face, thinking so highly of myself that the car windows could hardly hold the hot air inside. Not for one second did I even hesitate to ponder on what had just happened and how it would so tremendously affect my, and Leonor’s, future for years to come.

				Days later the phone rang again. It was Leonor and she was in tears. Deep, profound, devastated tears. I sat on mom and dad’s living room cold marble floor and listened, immediately realizing I was the biggest moron in the land.
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				Fuck!...

				Leonor was calling from one of the ‘Noruega’s’ stops on shore. She explained her senior thesis advisor (you got it, ‘The Dragon’), had just summoned her to her office on the ship. She gave Leonor the rouse of a lifetime and called her a deceitful liar. The president had told her all about a nice young man who had shown an interest in sharks. He gave The Dragon my proposal. Immediately she realized the list of species was the exact list of specimens they were collecting on the research surveys and also realized I was Leonor’s boyfriend, which was not so hard because she spoke very highly of her boyfriend who loved sharks and had spent time in the Bahamas studying them. The Dragon assumed the whole thing was an evil plot from Leonor and I to land me a cushy job at IPIMAR by going over her head. Before my proposal she had told Leonor her project did in fact have a salary planned for one person and she was so impressed with Leonor’s work that she was planning on offering her that position. But not after being stabbed in the back like that, as she put it.

				It was the most horrible and ugliest scenario possibly imaginable. Leonor had found her niche, and a mentor that loved her and wanted to take her under her wing; but my clumsy, thoughtless, careless proposal had destroyed it all. “I’ll talk to her” I told Leonor in despair. “I’ll explain everything. I’m so sorry...” was all I could say, feeling like the stupidest and most careless, selfish imbecile in the galaxy.

				Days after I was sitting in The Dragon’s office. I’ll admit right now I didn’t like her demeanor the moment I laid eyes upon her. “You made my girl cry, you stinking 
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				bitch!” was what was crossing my mind as I shook her hand and cynically smiled like an idiot, thanking her for her time. She kicked off the meeting by showing me my proposal and saying the president had instructed her to include me on the project. The monthly salary was decent, 199.000 escudos, (which translated then to approximately 1.300 US dollars), and the work was precisely what I had written up in the proposal: to crunch the numbers from their bottom water research surveys, do charts, write reports, analyze vertebrae to determine age and growth from some of the catshark species they landed, etc. It was a marine biologist’s dream come true. It was my dream come true.

				I took one appropriate moment in the meeting to explain that it was never my intention, when writing up my proposal, to sneak into the project. Leonor was my girlfriend and naturally shared with me that she was seeing lots of sharks. I took full – and sole – responsibility for the proposal. Leonor had nothing to do with it. ”It’s Leonor’s job” I said. “No, it’s not.” She said. “But it’s your job if you want it; that’s what the president instructed me to do. If you don’t take it someone else will.” I should have stood up, cracked her skull with a computer screen (they were bulky and heavy in those days) and left to never come back. But I didn’t. I made one of those split-second wretched decisions that has haunted me for life: I took the job. The job that was Leonor’s, my girlfriend and indeed fiancée, was now mine. And for that I will burn in Hell forever.

				Why did I do it, you might ask. Easy: because even at 22 years of age, I was so God damn full of myself that I actually rationalized the thought “We’ll take this bitch’s 
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				money (not I); we’ll find Leonor a better job, so she doesn’t have to put up with this so-called Dragon; we’ll buy a house, get married and not let this woman get in the way of our happiness!” And that is the way my brain worked – and still does.

				I suppose the glass half full version is “If life gives you lemons, you make lemonade”. The glass half empty version, and the more appropriate here, is “I’m a selfish asshole”.

				I had robbed Leonor of her very first job. To this day I regret that decision. God knows my two years as a junior researcher at the IPIMAR served me with little more than creating a profound disbelief for public servants and governmental institutions; not to mention the fact that I had daily arguments with The Dragon and her number one aid, my direct boss. I remember Leonor and I talked about it at lengths and decided that, since she wasn’t getting the job anyway (for The Dragon’s wrath surpassed all logic and common sense), if I got it, at least we could follow through with our ‘plan’ (i.e. job > house > marriage) and that would be our sneaky way of getting back at them. Plus, a few weeks later, The Dragon made peace with Leonor and allowed her to continue her crustacean studies, which then became an age and growth stretch on Mediterranean slimehead (Hoplostethus mediterraneus) that was to be her M.Sc. thesis. And indeed we began plans for getting married and start house hunting in the Lisbon area, where we would live for a few good years, until the shit hit the fan again, but that’s much later in this saga of shark infested waters. Not all of them the swimming kind.
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				Getting ready for the Zoo’s sharks

				A few days before the sandtiger sharks arrived at the Zoo, Manuel Bragança called me up and gave me an update. Not so great news came from South Africa and apparently only two sharks had been procured so far. However, there were some extremely positive news on top of that sad note: Manuel was now asking me to learn how to deal with the filtration systems and asked me to take care of the sharks for the duration of their stay, which was to start in early February and end on the 30th of June. Manuel asked me to submit a proposal for my services, and I suggested 2.000 escudos per day, (which was then 13 US dollars.) Manuel accepted my proposal and the Zoo officially became my first employer, which meant my first wages were to be spent on pants, ‘cause I soiled yet another pair...

				I started going there regularly and followed every step of the last days in the construction of the shark exhibit. That’s when I met Fernando Ribeiro, Portugal’s number one provider of aquaculture equipments and an exceptionally nice guy. Fernando and his technicians told me all about how to backwash a sand-filter and how to adjust the foam level on a protein-skimmer, among many other elaborate technicalities. Manuel, Fernando, and I, used to enjoy lunch frequently at the Zoo, and I always admired Manuel while he screamed over the radio at his employees, which he did quite often. He was, I kid you not, the first Portuguese person I ever saw literally screaming at employees, which reminded me of my times at the Chicago Board of Trade, where folks did not experience any sort of shyness when screaming at someone.

			

		

	
		
			
				35

			

		

		
			
				Sex, Sharks and Rock and Roll

			

		

		
			
				Jake, a friend of the family and indeed my host and employer during my three summers in Chicago, once tore a new one to his phone-company because he had accidentally broken his phone landline while aerating his lawn on a Saturday morning. I can still hear him abusing the voice on the other end of his cell-phone while telling that voice he was going to switch companies if they didn’t come fix his landline immediately. On a Saturday. Imagine listening to this in 1987 when you’re a 17 year old young man from Cartaxo, a small town in Portugal where we had grown used to waiting for months before the government’s owned electrical, or water, or phone companies came to fix whatever needed fixing. And indeed Jake’s phone company came – on a Saturday – and fixed his broken cable. At that moment Jake was my hero and America was the coolest place on Earth. It took me another seven and a half years to hear, for the very first time, a Portuguese person go all American over the radio with an employee.
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				My Microsoft Word© drawn schematic of the shark exhibit’s filtration system at the Zoo. January 1995

				And then came the gravel.

				Manuel called me and asked if I wouldn’t mind giving them a hand spreading the gravel along the bottom of the shark tank. “Sure” I said. “I’ll get my wetsuit and go.” When I got to the shark tent, the octagonal tank, 10 meters long by 3 meters wide, was empty of gravel except for one big massive pile at one of the ends. By now I was on pretty friendly terms with the Zoo’s employees, who laughed when they saw me come out of the bathroom wearing my wetsuit and climbing a small stepladder inside the tank. “...got your work cut out for you, man!...” they 
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				said, laughing. I smiled thinking to myself I’d be done in a couple of hours.

				Diagram of the shark exhibit at the Lisbon Zoo. Length: 13 meters (33 feet); width: 3 meters (10 feet); depth: 1,7 m (5,6 feet).

				Turns out I was wrong. Very wrong. Did I mention the tank had water in it already? The tank was approximately 1,7 meters deep, which meant I had about 20 centimeters (8 inches) of water over my head while crouching to spread the gravel, which also meant my snorkel wasn’t long enough for me to breath continuously, meaning I had to hold my breath while raking the gravel from one end of the tank all the way across the 10 x 3 meter bottom. The fact that I was wearing my wetsuit also meant I was far too light, despite the six kilos (13 pounds) of lead strapped around my waist. Manuel came over at one point and asked me how I was doing. I said “Fine” but also explained my two big issues with breathing and weight, both of which weighing heavy on my efficiency (pun sort of intended, I suppose).

				In true Manuel Bragança style, he turned to his trusted zookeepers and gave them some directions. Not even thirty seconds later they came in holding the lead weights from one of those early XX century divers, where they used to walk along the bottom wearing a massive iron 
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				helmet and two 20 kilo (44 pounds) lead plates strapped to their back and chest. Manuel and his troupe conjured up a clever rope system and hung the 40 kilos (88 pounds) of weight on my shoulders, which immediately flared and warned me that I was to experience intense pain for days to come. I was then firmly planted on the bottom of the tank, standing up but nevertheless having a foot of water between myself and the air above, which Manuel quickly solved by inserting a meter long plastic pole on my snorkel. I climbed on ‘mount gravel’ to explain about pressure differentials and how my lungs couldn’t really breath close to a meter underwater through a meter long snorkel. “Nonsense!” Manuel said. “Just inhale more vigorously!” and indeed I did, my lungs also flaring that excruciating pain was to follow this most silly of exercises. But, fair enough, albeit the unorthodoxy of the methods, my derrière was firmly planted on the bottom and the fact that I no longer needed to come up for air every twenty seconds certainly made the work flow a lot faster, so I was done in three or four hours. Which, added to the four or five I had logged before Manuel’s rescuing, came to a grand total of close to ten hours in the water raking gravel. I was nearly dead that evening when I took off my wetsuit and drove home. Manuel and his teenage son walked me to my car at about 11:00 in the evening and Manuel told me “Well done today, João” so, as tired as I was, I drove out of the Zoo again feeling like Captain Hot Shit, because Manuel was not the praising kind.

				The 9th of February 1995 was the day the sharks arrived at the Zoo. They were to land sometime at the crack of dawn, 4:00 or 5:00 a.m., flying in straight from South Africa on a cargo Boeing 747 loaded with frozen fish and outbound to Vigo, in northern Spain. The flight was to make a quick 
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				stop in Lisbon and I remember hearing Manuel screaming on the phone (not a big eventful surprise after hanging out at the Zoo on a daily basis during those pre-arrival days) at someone telling him the sharks had to be trucked from Spain because the flight couldn’t stop in Lisbon. I have no idea what Manuel told to whom, but the flight did stop in Lisbon. Years later I’d face similar challenges while organizing large air transports, and facing those challenges only made me appreciate further Manuel’s stiffness when it came to dealing with such issues. The man simply did not take ‘no’ for an answer. It’s therefore no surprise that he had such a pivotal role in pulling the Lisbon Zoo out of a financial black-hole that was beginning to threaten the very survival of the institution. Manuel came in and started promoting corporate sponsorship, so it wasn’t long until every single tiger, lion and bear was being fostered by a big telecom or oil company, or even the corner bakery. He then built a cable car that took visitors on a spectacular view from above the Zoo grounds, carrying them high above the zebras and giraffes. He also premiered the Zoo’s phenomenal tour of temporary exhibits with the world’s 1993 movie sensation: Jurassic Park. Not only did he bring thousands of patrons through the admission gates, eager to see Portugal’s first-time ever robotic dinosaurs, but he also secured Spielberg’s rights to have the whole Zoo’s jeep and truck fleet driving around the country in Jurassic Park colors, a few of the jeeps being sponsored by a local car dealership. The whales and sharks temporary exhibit was their second one, Star Wars and other themes following after, as well as a brand new Dolphinarium, which offered a Dolphin show to wildly cheering crowds.

				I would say though, that Manuel’s most important legacy was, by far, his determination to improve animal 
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				welfare, far before any European legislation on the subject enforced such concerns. During Manuel’s tenure at the Zoo, their reptiles went from a rancid looking pond, to a naturalistic environment where the animals were hardly visible to the untrained eye. The primates ceased to spend their days swinging in tires that hung from the ceiling of a tiled cage resembling a pink padded cell of a mental asylum, and were moved to a luscious and bushy environment that now resembled their homes in Africa – minus the poachers after their hands to sell them as ashtrays. And the list goes on forever. In other words, Manuel was a breath of fresh air, if a stormy one, for the Zoo’s accounting books and its inhabitants’ well-being. For the first time ever in Zoo history, they were able to make payments without having to parade a selection of menacing looking animals in front of Parliament, which is what was done in pre-Manuel days whenever the bills became too high and employees got tired of paying for animal feed out of their own pockets. Manuel was a true testament to the power of marketing and the Zoo owes its renewed interest in the heart of the Portuguese, to him and those who carried on his legacy.

				On the eve of the 9th of February, a large group of people met at the Zoo very late in the evening. We were enjoying beers and tiny shrimp in one of their rooms and Manuel, after having one (or fifteen) too many, started picking on my earrings. At the time I wore two golden earrings in my left ear and Manuel thought he’d amuse the whole crowd by comparing them to the tags the Zoo’s vets used on the animals. By this point I had won the Zoo staff’s hearts by staying really late and, I suppose, raking 30 square meters of gravel with 40 kilos of lead on me while breathing through a meter long pipe for over half a day. So the other 
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				shrimp eaters and beer drinkers muttered a few annoyed comments at Manuel’s seemingly semi-inebriated state and even more at the fact that he was directing his lack of control at me. No harm done, though. I brushed it off with a smile and pretended not to care.

				I’ve always been good at that. Maybe it was the glasses and my nerdy bookwormish look but, well before the earrings, I’ve always been a target of choice for those who enjoy attracting attention to themselves at the expense of others. So much so that, over the years, I grew such a thick carapace that allowed me to ignore most of it. Only on a few rare occasions did these Neanderthal spurts bring me to reply appropriately. However, when I did, I used to go for the ‘shock and awe’ factor and wait for that time where the crowds were gathering. No point in embarrassing an idiot to death without a cheering mob. One such instant comes to my mind, if you’ll bear with me: it was late 1991 and I was in college taking my scubadiving course. During classes, usually taken over the weekend at a nearby swimming pool, the instructors held a freediving competition whereby we were supposed to hold our breaths underwater and see who lasted longer. I become extremely competitive when I’m faced with such challenges and immediately began to enhance my winning chances by using a technique known as ‘hyperventilating’, where you decrease your blood’s carbon dioxide contents to such an extent that the brain doesn’t signal your chest to inhale and breath. Most people don’t know this, but it is not the lack of oxygen that triggers the brain to breath but, instead, the excess buildup of carbon dioxide (which is the product of respiration and the gas we exhale when breathing). This means that lowering one’s ‘CO2’ (that’s technicalese for carbon dioxide) will in fact drive one 
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				to hold its breath much longer. This also means that if one is not careful about the science that comes with this technique, one might very well kill oneself, for the drop in CO2 is so great that the O2 (that’s ‘oxygen’) drops below consciousness levels before the brain is triggered to breath. Being fully aware of these facts – after all, I had just learned them in class a few hours before – I proceeded to hyperventilate and thus lower my CO2 to record winning levels.

				And indeed I did, and broke my personal record – ever – with my head underwater for four minutes and two seconds. For the second leg of the competition we were not to lay motionless in the pool, facing down, but swimming underwater along its sides instead. My main opponent went by the name of Brito and I schemed to go behind him, so I could see him swim to the surface and therefore ensure I could swim in front of him – underwater – and secure my win. I hyperventilated a bit more, which is a sure and stupid way to drop one’s CO2 to record lows. Once we went in the water I swam calmly behind Brito and did the short 15 meter (50 feet) side of the pool. We were halfway through the long 25 meter (80 feet) side when I saw Brito heading for the surface and I remember clearly thinking to myself “This hyperventilation thing is awesome!! I’ve been underwater for God knows how long and I don’t even feel like breathing!” and proceeded to swim in front of Brito and complete the long length of the pool. And then...

				...There was nothing...

				...but a heavy set scuba-guy smacking me hard on the face and yelling “Breath!!!” Apparently, after I swam in 
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				front of Brito, a few tiny bubbles of air slipped out of my mouth as I sunk to the bottom like a rock. One of the instructors, João Gomes Pedro, later told me he spotted my hyperventilating shenanigans and kept an eye on me from the start of the competition. He explained I had experienced an anoxic stroke, which means my brain ran out of oxygen before it got triggered to breath. When I went down in the pool, João and a few others, jumped in to get me. I owe him my life but hey, I won the competition.

				This extremely long introduction serves no other purpose than to tell the story of the guy, that shall remain nameless, who decided to make fun of me the next day on campus. I was walking to the student union’s Xerox machine with Leonor when he decided to shout, surrounded by his buddies, “Hey, there’s our freediving man!” To which I replied, “That’s right. And what are you?” Victorious, I smiled as I walked away hearing his buddies laughing at him.

				Anyway, back to the Zoo, we learned from Lisbon airport’s control tower that the plane was scheduled to land at 5:00 a.m. Did I mention Manuel Bragança was in contact, by phone, with ‘The Tower’? If you know airports, you know having ‘The Tower’s’ direct number is no easy feat. At about 4:00 a.m. we hopped on the Zoo’s Jurassic Park clad fleet of jeeps and truck, and made our way to the airport. Manuel, of course, had arranged for us to wait for the aircraft on the tarmac itself, precisely where it was supposed to taxi to a halt. And indeed we did, while the massive Boeing 747 slowly taxied to its spot on that freezing February dawn. When the side cargo door opened, we all looked inside from far below, and watched four people waving at us, looking extremely tired: John 
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				Visser, the collector, Mark Smith, the consultant and expert on sharks, Isabel (I’m afraid I can’t remember her last name), a reporter that had followed the whole process from Struisbaai, in South Africa, to Lisbon, and Isabel’s camera guy.

				The two shark boxes were quickly loaded on the back of the Zoo’s truck and a parade of five vehicles, maybe more, then returned to the Zoo with a police escort ensuring the sharks were undisturbed. It was still dark once we arrived at the Zoo, and a first glitch became evident: the area where the truck had parked was extremely tight and there was no room for the forklift to maneuver. In true Portuguese style, after some screaming and yelling, Manuel ordered his security staff to carry the shark boxes on their shoulders inside the tent where the tank awaited the animals. Mind you, the shark boxes were approximately 2,5 meters (8 feet) long, some 70 centimeters (28 inches) wide and maybe 80 centimeters (32 inches) tall. If you multiply all that you come up with a volume of 1,4 cubic meters, which means 1,4 tons of water, or roughly three thousand pounds. Add the wood, fiberglass, batteries, and filtration, and we’re probably talking about 1,5 tons on the top of twelve, maybe more, shoulders. I tried my best to assist, but my hand got stepped on by one of the security people, dressed in green scary uniforms with heavy army boots, while they were pacing frantically around the first tank looking for spots to hold on to. I did get a chance to lend a helping shoulder with the second box, but immediately regretted so for my collar bones were still tender from the ropes that harnessed the 40 kilo lead weights during my gravel spreading spree just days before.

				As the shark boxes where now down on the ground next to the tank, Manuel told me to put on my wetsuit and 
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				I got ready for action. The tank walls were covered by a blue tarp, as per Mark’s instructions, concerned that the 30 or 40 people running around would no doubt provide excessive stimuli to the sharks once they went inside the tank. The sharks, by the way, were named ‘Mark’ and ‘Isabel’ after the nice biologist who took care of them during the transport and the reporter who followed the operation. I returned from the bathroom wearing my dark blue Beuchat wetsuit, and placed my mask and snorkel on top of the stepladder I used to go in and out of the tank. At this point Mark was acclimating the sharks to their new water and I didn’t want to disturb him. Eventually though, I got the nerve to go up to him and say “Hi, I’m João and I’ll be taking care of these sharks. When you get a chance, could we talk for a while?” Mark smiled and answered “Of course. Let’s just get these guys in the water and we’ll talk after, ok?”

				A few minutes later, Mark indicated to Manuel that it was time to move the sharks in. He had brought a stretcher and two long poles with him. The plan was to slide the stretcher under the sharks, then drive the poles through loops on their ends, lifting them up really high, then sliding them over the 1,5 meter (5 feet) high glass walls of the tank and gently lowering them into the water. During this process, I was to stay inside the tank and assist. As soon as the procedure began, the mob moved frantically for a better viewing spot and one TV reporter was kind enough to climb on the stepladder and put his foot over my dive mask. I asked him to get out of my way so I could climb inside myself and thanked him for the fact that my mask was now permanently flooded and had lost its ability to keep water out.
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				The introduction of the two sharks to the exhibit at the Zoo was relatively uneventful. My job consisted of little more than holding them up from the side and gently nudging them to swim, as they were a bit knocked out from the trip and tended to rest on the bottom motionless. Still, one of the sharks kept going back to the bottom and so, rather than exhausting it by constantly forcing it to swim, we rigged an airstone to the compressor that was blowing bubbles inside the tank, and I placed it immediately in front of the shark’s mouth to ensure it had proper ventilation. We left to talk in Manuel’s office and that’s when Mark asked me what my background in husbandry was, to which I replied “Husband-what?...”

				And that’s when it became painfully obvious, both to Mark and I, that I was seriously underqualified for the job...

				* * * * * * *
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				Chapter 3February 1995The Grasshopper Learns How To Clean Shark Poop

				‘Husbandry’ is a jargony term used to express the maintenance of live animals in captivity and once Mark and I realized my skills in this area of expertise were non-existent, we quickly devised a plan to solve that particular problem, for none of us were (or are) the quitting kind. The plan involved us hopping in my car and driving around Lisbon getting aquarium books while talking ceaselessly about the multiple aspects that I was to take care of once Mark left. He was only going to be in Lisbon for a few days, so our time together was precious. Maria João Coutinho jumped in the car with us and came along for the ride also. Maria João came from one of the wealthiest families in the country but enjoyed volunteering at the Zoo, specifically with the sharks. And she was damn good at it too, not to mention she was one of the kindest human beings I’ve ever had the pleasure to cross paths with. 

				During our lunchtime escapade to the shops we also tried to get Mark some new shoes, for his were all wet from the flight the night before. This proved to be a monumentally hard exercise as Mark wore a European size 46, which was unheard of in the country at the time. Eventually though, we were able to spot the nice Australian man some decent boots while, in addition, procuring little ol’ me a few aquarium books. Sadly, I found myself buying 
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				unimpressive literary compilations with embarrassing titles such as ‘O ABC do Aquário’. Even though it’s in Portuguese, I am certain you can understand why it was embarrassing for me to purchase the kind of book that lets small children know how to maintain their goldfish. Still, one has to start somewhere.

				Mark and I spent the next few days talking, looking at the sharks and carefully discussing every step of my daily routine. Every morning a zookeeper came to get a sample of water, which was then driven to the Vasco da Gama Aquarium where all chemical analysis were done. They would then fax us the results and that’s when I learned that an ammonia concentration of 0,5 milligrams per liter is bad, not to mention borderline lethal. That’s when I also learned that a pH of 7,90 is not something to be ignored and that big massive shark excrements should not be left unattended on top of the gravel, for they are not only unsightly, but also cause the water to deteriorate in quality. And then, I believe it was on the second or third day that a new challenge was thrown our way.

				The male shark was developing a very obvious abscess in the abdomen (that’s belly for the non-biologists), near the cloaca (that’s, well, the place where excrements leave the body from). Mark immediately diagnosed it as a siphon sac infection, most likely caused by a puncture from the needle that each animal carried during the trip. Mark had recently written a scientific paper on the capture and transportation of elasmobranchs, with emphasis on the grey nurse shark, which is the name sandtiger sharks go by in Australia. In that paper Mark indicated that the traditional drop in pH, that comes with transport conditions, should be alleviated by inserting a drip of an alkaline solution into the animals coelomic cavity, which 
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				is another way of calling the space that lives between the skin of the belly and the pleura, the fine membrane that surrounds and protects the organs. Anyway, the objective of this exercise is similar to placing an intra-venous saline solution on the back of the hand of a human, as we’ve come to see on ‘ER’ or ‘House’ (my personal favorite, I admit). During the transport the male shark most likely moved and the needle punctured its siphon sac, which is an organ only males have and is involved in reproduction. This organ helps the male shark’s reproductive apparatus build enough pressure so that his sperm goes deep into the female’s reproductive orifice during ejaculation, for sharks copulate like mammals do and fertilization is internal. This all sounds very technical so let me translate it for you non biologists: the process by which sharks make baby sharks involves the male chasing down the female, then biting hard on one of her pectoral fins, then curling his tail around hers, pinning her down on the bottom (or midwater) and finally inserting one of his two woo-hoos (that’s right, male sharks have two) in the female’s woo-hoo. Admit it, you either giggled or got horny. Don’t be ashamed. It’s only human.
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