



[image: image]









What people are saying about


Sea Serpents: On the Hunt in British Columbia


What, if anything, is the perplexing sea monster known as Cadborosaurus? Join Pat Spain as he combines adventure travelogue and behind-the-scenes insight from TV-land with the wiley investigative powers of a passionate naturalist and scientist. The right mix of hilariously funny anecdotes, a deep interest in the natural world, and a quest for mystery animals.


Dr. Darren Naish, author of Hunting Monsters: Cryptozoology and the Reality Behind the Myths


When it comes to peering beyond the periphery of what is known to science, it’s hard to imagine a better guide than Pat Spain. By his own happy admission an overgrown “weirdo adventure nature kid,” now occupying the same body as a proper marine biologist, his approach to cryptozoology is both fun and serious, and built on a solid foundation of the noncrypto variety. As lively and up-for-anything on the page as he is on the screen, he also gives a bonus glimpse into the world of costume malfunctions and boiling swimming pools that exists behind the scenes of natural history TV.


Jeremy Wade, host of River Monsters and author of How to Think Like a Fish


Pat Spain is that rare thing; a rationalist who still embraces the possible and knows that there are more things in heaven and Earth than are dreamt of. A grown-up who has lost none of the childhood wonder and curiosity that makes the world magical. A scientist who keeps an open mind and rejoices in the fact that absence of proof is not proof of absence. There is nobody I’d want to travel with more to explore the wild side of our literally extraordinary planet. Buckle up and prepare for adventures.


Harry Marshall, Chairman and Co-Founder of Icon Films
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This book is for my parents, Maribeth and Al Spain, who simultaneously pushed me to challenge myself and made me secure in the person I am. They also sparked and fostered my enduring and consuming love of the ocean and its mysteries. The sea will always remind me of my parents’ unconditional love.









Introduction


Some of you may know me as the “(almost) King of the Jungle,” “Legend Hunter,” “that animal guy,” “Beast Hunter” or “that guy who had cancer and catches snakes.” Probably not, though. Despite having a couple of dozen hours of international TV series to my name, and giving hundreds of talks and presentations, I don’t really get recognized very often – unless we’re talking about college kids in Guwahati, India, middle-aged men in the US, or pre-teen Indonesian girls. My key demographics, it turns out. I struggle to name anything those groups have in common, besides me.


I left my home in Upstate New York at 16 to live in a barn in southern Maine for a marine biology internship, and I haven’t stopped exploring since. My passion for wildlife led me to create my own YouTube-based wildlife series in 2004 and has landed me spots on Animal Planet, Nat Geo, Nat Geo Wild, Travel Channel, SyFy, BBC and more. Half of the TV shows I’ve made have never seen the light of day, but they were all an adventure and there isn’t a single one I wouldn’t do again if given the chance. Besides TV, I work full time in biotech, which is its own sort of adventure – albeit one where drinking the water is generally safer. I’ve been bitten and stung by just about everything you can think of – from rattlesnakes and black bears to bullet ants and a rabid raccoon – and I’ve lost count of the number of countries I’ve been to.


I’ve had the opportunity to travel the world, interacting with some of the strangest and rarest animals, while having the honor of living with indigenous peoples in some of the most remote locations – participating in their rituals, eating traditional meals, and massively embarrassing myself while always trying to remain respectful. I am a perpetual fish out of water, even in my home state of Massachusetts. This book is part of the “On the Hunt” series, in which I get to tell some of my favorite stories from those travels.


This particular book is about my time in British Columbia in Canada, searching for the truth behind the mythical sea serpent Caddy with my friends while making an episode of the National Geographic channel series Beast Hunter, also called Beast Man in the UK, “Breast Hunter” by my wife, and “Beast Master” by almost everyone who meets me for the first time and tells me they enjoyed the series.


BC is beautiful. Everyone who has been there will tell you this. But it really is shockingly, painfully beautiful – stunning and breathtaking. It’s like if coastal Maine and Big Sur had a baby. And it’s populated by Canadians, who are just the best. God, Canadians are nice. Please take the attempts at humor in the following pages for what they are and know that I mean no disrespect. I hope you enjoy this book. If you do, please pick up the others from this series. If you don’t, I’ll probably hear about why on social media. Either way, thanks for reading!


A disclaimer


My dog Daisy was the best. She loved hanging out in the backyard with my sister, Sarah, and me when we were playing hide-and-go-seek, catching bugs, or looking for arrow heads on the trails behind our house in Upstate NY. She would wait patiently at the base of any tree we climbed and chase away our neighbor’s super scary dog (he ate a kitten once). She would also stand guard while I waited for the spider to crawl out of a crack in our chipped blue bulkhead cellar doors. It was huge, with green-metallic colored fur and red eyes, and Daisy would growl if I put my hand too close to it. She was a white poodle mix with poofy fur and perpetually muddy feet. Also, Daisy could fly, sometimes wore a cape, and would occasionally speak with a Southern drawl.


I don’t have schizophrenia and Daisy was not an imaginary friend – but she also didn’t really exist. Despite never owning a dog as a child, I have honest, distinct memories of Daisy. Memories that go well beyond the stories my mom used to tell my sister and me about Daisy saving us from one tragedy or another. I also have detailed memories of being terrified, like heart-racing, nearly in tears fear the time Cookie Monster stole our shoes while we were wading in the creek catching crayfish and pollywogs. He would only give them back when we had the Count (who smelled like toothpaste) help us negotiate how many cookies it would take for each shoe, shoelace, and sock. Daisy ran back and forth from our house bringing with her a ransom of the ever-increasing number of chocolate chip cookies that my mom had left out to cool. The monster (I think people forget he is a monster by definition) kept finding loopholes in our deals, and the tension was getting higher and higher as the water rose in the creek. Cookie Monster smelled like BO and his eyes rolled around like a crazy person’s. He was unstable. In the end, Daisy came through, as she always did.


Mom would start these stories “When you were both very small, we had a wonderful dog named Daisy,” and they quickly took on a life of their own. They eventually made their way into our collective consciousness as real events, complete with details not included in the original stories which must have been added by Sarah and me. It was years later, during some holiday involving drinking (see “every holiday”), that we started reminiscing about childhood memories and one of us asked: “Did we really have a dog when we were little? I kind of feel like we did, but I also can’t picture us having a dog with all of the other animals we had. Daisy, maybe?” It wasn’t until then that we realized these were, in fact, fictitious stories our mom had made up to keep us entertained on rainy days in our old house. Stories that drew on real events (being terrorized by a neighbor’s dog, getting stuck in a creek, finding snakes, spiders, and arrowheads, etc.), with Daisy taking the place of our mother as the heroine.


I guess what I mean by this is, all of the stories in this book are exactly how I remember them, but I honestly remember having a flying southern-belle dog and interacting with Muppets. Take that how you want. I had a great childhood.


Oh, also – All views expressed are my own and do not reflect those of National Geographic, The National Geographic Channel, Icon Films, John Hunt Publishing, or any other person or organization mentioned (or not mentioned) in this book.









Chapter 1


Why Yes, I Have Eaten Coconut M&Ms on the Bottom of the Ocean


I’m proud to say that I’m a huge marine biology nerd. I taught myself how to make the word “bio” by interlocking the fingers of my right hand, thereby creating the dorkiest gang sign of all time. I’ve been known to order seafood using binomial nomenclature, and once made a pilgrimage to the Delmarva Peninsula to observe the horseshoe crab mating season in person. Ben, the episode producer of the Canada episode, has also made the trek to Delmarva, but he was paid to document the unearthly sight that is a Limulus orgy. I did it because horseshoe crabs are awesome.


For the first time since graduating from college in 2002, I would have the opportunity to actually use my “marine biology” degree. I put “marine biology” in quotes because that is not what my degree is in. I received a degree in biology with a “parenthetical marine focus” – which does not appear, even in parentheses, anywhere on my degree, but was explained to me by my university to be there “in spirit.” Just to clarify – they told me that “the spirit of your degree has a parenthetical marine focus.” I was as confused as you are, both by that choice of wording and in finding out one month before graduating that the marine-biology program I was enrolled in had unfortunately been disbanded at some point and shifted to a “Marine Concentration,” and no one had told me. I took marine biology classes, wrote my thesis on oysters, and did everything else needed to have a marine-biology degree – but, my degree officially says, in very large letters, “Bachelor of Science,” in smaller letters “Cum Laude,” and then in the smallest font on the degree “Biology.” But here I was, about to put that degree to good use and track down a legendary sea serpent! Like so many (marine) biologists before me.


I would be heading to British Columbia to host an episode of Beast Hunter – a TV series produced by Icon Films for the National Geographic Channel – searching for the truth behind the legend of the mythical sea serpent Caddy. Someone on the production team let it slip that they were kicking around the idea of contracting a three-man submersible to bring us 1,000 feet down in the Agamemnon Channel off Canada’s Sunshine Coast, at which my (marine) bio nerd-dom kicked into full gear, and I latched onto it with an annoyingly childlike persistence.


After making the initial suggestion and seeing my zeal for it, our production team started back peddling and my obsessive and immature promises truly started to rival those of an eight-year-old attempting to convince their parents to get a Newfoundland puppy.


“It’s too expensive,” they said.


“I’ll sleep in the car and eat nothing but power bars, which I’ll provide for the whole crew, for the entire shoot, to save money,” I said.


“We’ll be cutting it really close schedule-wise.”


“I will personally drive insanely and illegally fast to make up for lost time.”


“It’s a three-man sub. Who’s going to check audio, lighting, script points, operate the equipment, etc., when we’ve got you and the pilot taking up two-thirds of the spots?


“I will film myself, mic myself, test sound, regulate the light, and get every single shot correct on the first take.”


“What if we don’t see anything great?”


“1,000 feet down is such a bizarre world that anything we see will constitute the greatest shot in the episode, unless a sea serpent headbutts the camera in a different scene.”


“Pat, I really don’t know. It sounds amazing, but I’m just not sure we can commit to that kind of expenditure.”


“PLEASE, PLEASE, PLEASE, PLEASE, PLEASE. I promise I’ll do anything you want, for ever! ANYTHING. You name it! I won’t complain about anything ever again! I’ll carry all of the equipment on every shoot we ever do. PLEASE! I’ll never ask for anything else again!”


I finally wore them down and the contract was signed, possibly just to get me to shut up about it. We would have to cut the budget on other episodes, and I may need to spend a few weeks of my life as the personal manservant for the CEO of the production company, but we would be fulfilling yet another of my childhood dreams in the name of Beast Hunter.


After an uneventful flight from Boston to Vancouver followed by an easy cab ride, I arrived at our hotel about six hours before the Brits – the entire crew being from Bristol in England. For anyone who’s never been to British Columbia – you should fix that as soon as possible. It is shockingly beautiful. Vancouver has been ranked one of the “most livable cities in the world” for over a decade, and at the time of writing has the third highest quality of living of any city on Earth. Downtown Vancouver reminds me of San Francisco’s financial district with less hills and no fog, but when you get outside the downtown area into what would be urban sprawl in most other cities you encounter unparalleled natural beauty. Vancouver is, of course, a major port city on the Pacific, but unlike other port cities its harbors and waterways appear to range from “untouched” to “somehow enhanced by human occupation.” This is a sharp contrast to the famous “dirty water” of Boston, the river fires of Cleveland, and the toxic shellfish of the greater NYC area. There are plush pine forests that, even from the back of a cab, make the air smell like a real-life glade plug in, and walkways along the water that appear to be straight out of a Cialis commercial.


I had decided to explore this little chunk of paradise while waiting for the crew to arrive, so I bought some delicious local beer and fish at a cool little outdoor joint near our hotel and proceeded to eat and drink contentedly while looking out on beautiful Horseshoe Bay. The air was fresh, the fish was fresh, the beer was fresh – beers, plural, I should say, I may have had a few. What I’m trying to say is – I drank alone for a couple of hours, but it was happy outdoor drinking. Vancouver sort of does that to you. While eating (drinking) I kept finding my gaze drawn to the top of this boulder-and-tree strewn hill on the edge of the water. There was a rocky outcrop at the peak that looked like the perfect place for a photo of the bay with my new DSLR, a “congratulations” gift to myself for actually getting a TV series after six-plus years of trying. Thoughts of the images I could now create of the sun tucking majestically behind the mountains, perfectly highlighting the quaint shops in mid-frame and causing bright flares in the foreground as it reflected off the water sharpened my resolve.


I had one more beer, paid my tab, and stood up. Actually, maybe that last beer wasn’t the best idea of my life, but climbing that mountain before sunset clearly was. I started towards what had looked like a hill but was looking more and more like a mountain as I approached it. There were “no trespassing” signs at the base, no apparent trail, and a road with signs indicating that if you don’t own a home on the mountain, you shouldn’t really be on it. I found a couple of punk-rock kids milling around, looking disaffected, and asked about the veracity of these signs. They told me not to pay any attention to them and that “it was really sweet” at the top. That was all the encouragement I needed.


I started scrambling up the densely forested and deceptively steep slope. I had clearly misjudged the ease of this hike, and my sobriety. I stumbled a few times, and fell off one small ledge, landing in some pine needles and laughing like an idiot, found myself not so much hiking up the mountain as pulling myself up it. I was dramatically throwing my bag up onto boulders, then scrambling up myself, grabbing tree branches and hoisting my weight up, etc. It was not easy, and I was sweating a lot.


I love bouldering, Mt. Katahdin in Baxter State Park is one of my favorite climbs, and features nearly two miles of bouldering, but as a general rule I don’t hike or climb while drunk. In fact, the most dangerous activity I participate in while drunk is karaoke. At the time, I thought my stupidity in this undertaking was pretty funny, but looking back on it – no one knew where I was, I was in a “no-trespassing” area where no one was likely to look for me, and I was not exactly on top of my game – it seems reckless to the point of idiocy. Basically, this was a perfect recipe for a scenario that ended with me chewing off one of my limbs in order to escape some self-inflicted fate.


After about an hour and a half I pulled myself up onto a rock and stood up, only to come face to face with two small blonde-haired and blue-eyed children playing ball in a well-manicured back yard. We froze and stared at each for a few seconds, and then they screamed. I had gotten off track – and given that there was no trail this shouldn’t have been a surprise – and wandered into someone’s backyard. Fearing being shot at or arrested and imprisoned for trespassing and scaring children, I quickly jumped down the little rise I had just come up on and ran, awkwardly. I looked up and saw a Mercedes maybe 10 yards away. I hadn’t noticed, but for the previous 30-or-so minutes I had been hiking parallel to a very steep and windy road, and had entered a gorgeous and extremely wealthy suburban neighborhood.


I now followed the road up and down and up and down, occasionally moving aside for a Bugatti or a Bentley, whose driver would invariably wave to me – not yell obscenities, threaten to call the police, or stare in wide-eyed wonder at the dirty outsider, but wave and flash a friendly smile. It was clear I was not in Malibu – nor was I anywhere near that rocky outcrop I had seen from my comfy table in the sun at the base. Also, my sense of direction has never been great, and it turned out the sun would be setting at an angle that would prevent the previously imagined majestic photos, even if I could find a spot to take them. Added to this, I was very aware that I could, at any moment, inadvertently wander into someone’s backyard again, or maybe the kids from the first yard had already called the Mounties on me. I’d reached about as close to the top of the mountain as I felt like I needed to, so decided to head back into the woods for cover – because that wouldn’t make me look suspicious or creepy at all – and attempt the treacherous hike down in the growing darkness at a bit of a trot, as I was supposed to meet the crew in about half an hour. After nearly breaking my ankle twice in the first five minutes, I decided to return to the restricted road and deal with the Mounties if I had to.


I didn’t see any Mounties, but I did see a lot of unbelievably nice Canadians. This was clearly high-value real estate. It was a neighborhood of which, had it been in America, I would have been kicked out, best-case scenario, probably by armed police or private security. I had no reason to be there, was very disheveled and sweaty, and a bit drunk – but none of the wealthy Vancouverites seemed to mind. They all waved to me, asked me how I was enjoying the evening, or commented on the gorgeous view. Families actually gathered in their backyards, arm-in-arm, to admire said view. It was a little Stepford Wives, but mostly really nice. I even saw the original kids I had scared, with their very attractive parents, playing outside. The kids waved to me and laughed. God, Canadians are awesome.


To this day I have no idea how I got to the part of the mountain where I ended up. When I finally reached its base, I was far away from where I started and had to hail a cab because I had no clue how to get back to the hotel – and Uber hadn’t been invented yet. I arrived at about the same time as the crew, who had been conveniently delayed at the airport.


We all hugged, caught each other up on our lives since we had last hung out, and started what would turn out to be the most gluttonous shoot of the series. As a team, we were used to food shortages where you ate as much as you could and stocked up when you had a chance because it might be days before you got another opportunity for a good meal. If you operate under this mentality in a part of the world where food is not only everywhere but also hearty and delicious, you end up eating and drinking to capacity and having a car full of snacks and leftovers. Which we did. That first night was pizza and beers – again, all local, organic, craft, and delicious.


The next week was a blur of pure marine-bio joy. We were on the water every day, kayaking, boating, fishing, exploring tidepools, whale watching, feeding dolphins, etc. I was geeking out on the regular, exclaiming, “My first Sun-Star! I’ve always wanted to find one of these!” and “Check out these anemones! And Sea-Squirts! Sea-squirts are actually tunicates and some of our most ancient relatives! When they’re young, they are free-swimming and have notochords, which are a pre-curser for spinal cords, kind of like amphioxus! One of my favorite professors, Dr. Burn, used to sing a song about amphioxus, want to hear it?” It was probably a little obnoxious, but everyone humored me. They could see how much I was enjoying it.


When the crew was filming cutaways, time lapses, and other beautiful shots that I wasn’t in and ruining, I normally paid attention and tried to learn a little bit about the production side of filming, but on this shoot, I caught stuff. I caught snakes and lizards, fish and shrimp, urchins, crabs, worms, echinoderms of all shapes and sizes, and anything else I could grab. The entire shoot basically turned into a vacation for me, and the coolest part – the part I’d been waiting for and dreaming of – hadn’t even happened yet.


I would be going down 1,000 feet underwater in a submersible. This was quite literally something I had been dreaming about and wishing for since I was five years old. For the purposes of the shoot, we’d be doing this to show “Caddy’s world” – what the deep ocean is really like, and how mysterious and interesting it is, and to make the case for a huge creature hiding in the depths without humans knowing about it. Also, we wanted to show how quickly you can reach unbelievably deep water in British Columbia. We would be in a channel only a few hundred feet from shore, and the water would be between 1,000 and 2,000 feet deep! That’s wild! This way, we could show just how close that “other world” is to habituated lands in BC.


As the day of the sub approached, I found it hard to think about anything else. This was a life goal that I honestly hadn’t really expected to be able to achieve. It seemed like something James Cameron and Richard Branson would discuss over a meal of Swedish lobster in black truffles and ecologically sourced Densuke and Yubari melon wrapped in Bellota Iberico ham on one of their private islands.


“Richard, you must join me the next time I’m piloting a small submersible 1,000 feet underwater. It’s simply the only way I can find true peace.”


“Oh yes, James, I hear the Kermadek Trench is marvelous this time of the year.”


Stupid rich guys in my head! It’s marvelous all year, because it’s one of the most stable and unchanging environments on Earth! Anyway, I was going to join this group of explorers, even if I was eating a steady diet of fried bar foods. It didn’t matter, because I was going to be 1,000 feet underwater!


To say I was anxious the morning of the sub shoot would be like saying the Beatles were a pretty good band. Ben, the episode producer, picked up on my excitement and cruelly decided that I shouldn’t be allowed to see the sub until the cameras were rolling, so I was left to wait behind a building while the sub crew prepped the equipment, and our TV crew got ready to film my reaction. I waited for four obscenely long hours. Playing on my phone, calling and waking up my wife, Anna, a couple of times, and finally resorting to the ultimate time killer for any young male – throwing rocks at an old cup. Every guy reading this knows this age-old game. Set up a target, any piece of trash, but preferably one that makes a satisfying noise when hit with a projectile, and throw rocks at it. Repeat until time is up. I had hit the cup at least 12 times (and I have horrible aim) when Ben finally popped his head around the corner and told me they were ready. The tension of the previous four hours absolutely melted away as I ran, grinning ear to ear, towards the dock. Anyone who has seen me run can attest to the fact that it is a sight which is embarrassing for everyone involved, like walking in on your parents showering together – no one involved wants to be there at the moment, no one is sure what is happening or what will happen next, there are possibly tears involved, and sometimes limbs move in haphazard and unexpected directions. My run was gloriously awkward, and then, all ideas of trying to look cool for the camera forgotten, I stared in schoolboy awe at the vehicle that would transport me to a new world – a world I had studied and dreamed about my entire life. My hand was shaking as I reached towards it in abject veneration, supplicating myself before the idol I had worshipped since boyhood. Not one, but two of the very few privately owned and operated homemade submersibles in existence stood before me, in all of their glory.


I’m told that the first time I went to the New England Aquarium when I was about five was an experience for my entire family. I do remember it, but all I can really recall is an overwhelming sense of awe and feeling like I had finally found what I was meant to do. Yes, at five years old, I came to the realization that the ocean needed to be a big part of my life. It was the closest thing to a religious experience I have ever had. My parents tell me that I walked in and stopped at the first tank, absolutely transfixed. I couldn’t speak or move – I just stood there, glued to it, staring at the giant swirling, bright-colored fish. My parents let me stay about 10 minutes, then picked me up and moved me to the next tank. I had the same reaction. We slowly made our way up the perimeter of the aquarium, stopping at each tank for as long as my laughing parents and somewhat-amused-but-growing-bored sister could stand. At the top, at the octopus tank, I turned to them and stated in hushed, serious, tones that this was the greatest place on Earth, and I wanted to live here, or at least work here when I got older. And I did – I worked at the NEAq for about a year during college and loved every second of it. Once I set my mind to something, it’s rare I let it slide without it happening, I just honestly believed until the day that I stood in front of the sub that this excursion under the sea was beyond my influence.


My parents are Al and Maribeth Spain, and in my opinion they are the best parents in the world. I could not possibly have had a better childhood, and that was in large part because of them. Mom said that the most important thing in the world to her was being a mom, and she excelled at it. She not only allowed me to be the weirdo adventure-nature-kid, she encouraged it. She saw my passions and nurtured them. She helped me to not be afraid to be who I am, and not let other people’s hangups stop me from doing the things I love. Mom knows every kids’ song, every kids’ book, and every kids’ activity ever created. She has one of each for every occasion, and generally a recipe for a special meal to go along with them. She made three meals a day (plus snacks) every day for my entire childhood. Even in college, I could walk in the house at 2 am and there would be a note on a plate of chicken parm saying, “heat for 2 minutes and enjoy. I love you.” And I never once, not for a second, doubted that love. I always knew that, no matter what I did, how badly I messed up, she would always love and support me. Which left me free to take a lot of chances and risks, and really to become who I am, knowing that love was always there.


Al has always led by example, showing me how to be a good person, rather than telling me. Almost every minute I spend with him is a lesson on it. The quiet humility with which he would enjoy a street musician, giving the person $5 that we didn’t have, but being so moved by the performance that he felt the guy deserved it for taking us out of ourselves for a few minutes while we watched and listened. Putting your family first, always. Never taking advantage of anyone for any reason – if you saw a weakness in someone, you’d help them, not exploit them. Money isn’t the most important thing in the world – compassion is. Al both hits all of the “dad” tropes and breaks them as well.


First off, I call him Al, and always have. No one knows why. When I started talking, everyone would refer to him as Pop or Poppy – that’s what my sister, Sarah, calls him – but I would laugh and just call him Al. Everyone tried to get me to call him anything else for a while but eventually gave up. All I would say in explanation was “that’s his name,” and, because my mom is SUCH a mom, the logic never failed. Her name might be Maribeth, but her real name is Mom. Even people who are not her kids call her Mom, and everyone calls Al, Al. It just works. So, yes, Al may have worn daisy-dukes to cut the lawn, and he likes war documentaries, and always, always, always, to this day, will ask “what route are you going to take” when you tell him you’re driving somewhere far away – but he also plays every instrument and was in a soul band when he was 16 (technically too young to be in most of the bars they performed in), makes his own golf clubs, guitars, and other instruments, and would sneak me in to punk clubs when I was in 7th grade. He has a gold tooth, and Sarah and I got him his first tattoo for his fiftieth birthday. It’s “MSPN” in the ESPN logo, and he got it at Fun City Tattoo on St. Marks in the East Village the day I introduced him and Sarah to Anna. MSPN is “Maribeth, Sarah, Patrick, Nathan” – Nathan being my genius brother who is almost 13 years younger than me and comes into this story a bit later.


Also, and most pertinent here – my parents instilled a love of the ocean in my psyche, where it has become permanently lodged, and is almost a personality trait rather than an interest. We did not have much money growing up, but we saved enough every year to spend at least a few days at Seabrook Beach in NH. It was a paradise to us. Nothing else mattered while we were there. The place we stayed had no phone or TV, so we were completely cut off from the rest of the world and our normal lives. We were just there, as a family – playing cards, letting off fireworks, chasing down the ice-cream man, and being on the beach from the moment we finished breakfast to bedtime. Al and Mom would both talk about the infinite nature of the ocean – the endless vastness and the mysteries it contained. They’d get me books on its denizens and tide charts, and we’d have impromptu Earth science, biology, and physics lessons. Without getting too cheesy, the ocean became a metaphor for their love for me, and was the main driving force behind my going into marine biology.
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