
Embryonic Mess
Saturday, April 14, 2 p.m.
Maritime Aquarium at Norwalk

[Note 06-30-11: This entry is fifty pages long and covers one full day at work. So, cutting 
to the chase, here: I had just come on shift and hadn’t even been ready to relieve the 
person before me when I heard screaming. The volunteer I was relieving hadn’t been 
working there very long, and didn’t know that if a skate case was full it shouldn’t go out 
on the floor. The case was handled roughly, and literally, a tiny baby skate had shot out 
of it and was swimming around in the Touch Tank. I removed the little guy and had 
shoved him in a paper cup with some water for the time being.]

“It was full,” I whisper to J, slinging the towel over my shoulder. “You needed to 
be very careful with this egg case because it was full. And it was live. It shouldn’t have 
even been out on the floor.”

J’s holding another skate egg case in his hand, like nothing had happened. 
“I got this, now,” I say. “You can take a brief break and switch out. Down to 

Rays.”
He nods and sets the case he has in his hand back in the water.
It sinks like a rock. When they’re empty, they float.
Shit.
“It’s okay,” J says. “It’s fine. It’s like all the others.”
“What is that?” A little one asks.
“That is a egg for a fish,” J says.
Jesus. “It’s a Clearnose Skate egg.”
I peer into the paper cup with the little skate. Oh, he’s so teeny. He’s so cute, I 

could take him home. I choose to use this as a learning opportunity and show them the
animal and talk a little bit about the difference between viviparous, oviparous, and 
ovoviviparous fish.

J still hasn’t left yet. Which I decide for the moment is fine, because I can’t keep 
this baby in a paper cup for too long. I’ll have to go find an aquarist and ask her what she 
wants me to do with it. And I’ll have to take the other full skate case out of here and get a 
couple of empty ones.

Squirt! I hear something splash in the tank and a speck of cold water hits my 
cheek.

“EW!” Some children on the opposite side of the tank squeal.
Jesus Christ. Another baby. Don’t tell me it’s another baby that just shot out of 

the other one.
I turn around. “Just some stuff came out,” J says.
The children have backed away from the edge of the tank, and I spot goo on the 

blue surface. Yellow clumpy watery stuff. Everywhere. Running into the water…running 
off the outer edge. One kid in a MONSTERS INC. T-shirt is staring at a spot on the floor.

“It’s just water,” one of the naïve guests in a dark blue sweatshirt says.
But I know it isn’t water. There could be an infant skate laying on the floor, 

twisting around, trying desperately to breathe…



J just pulls out a sea star and starts talking about it. 
Don’t touch that stuff, folks, I think. “Don’t touch it, I’ll be right there.” A little 

toe-headed blond boy in a black turtleneck is reaching over to touch the Horseshoe Crab.  
I hold out my hand to them. “Just, don’t be upset, it’s just the insides of the egg.”

Please don’t let me find a squirming baby. Don’t let me find a squirming pink 
thing…

I rummage through my bag on the chair for one of the throw-away Handi-wipe 
cloths that I have been using for a long time. well, today is the day it finally gets 
discarded; I don’t have time to run and get paper towels. 

“Please stand aside,” I say. I crouch down. Jesus. It’s all on the floor too. I wad the 
towel up in my hands and wipe along the inner ridge of the Touch Tank. The liquid is 
smeary, not unlike egg yoke. I pick up the rag and look at what it has absorbed: Smeary 
and pale yellow, with a big pink splotch in the middle.

That was the beginnings of a baby. 
The floor. Deal with the filthy floor. I crouch down and swipe the floor. There is a 

crust of dirt underneath the Touch Tank that looks like that tar stuff that is used to line 
windows of cars, it’s so thick and black. Or it looks as thick and as sticky as prune butter. 
Christ. They don’t clean this at all. When you swipe up the mucous, you’re going to end 
up swiping up half of that crap, too.

The gentleman in the dark blue sweatshirt side-steps me as I wipe it up. All I see 
are his mahogany-colored varnished shoes. Look closer, Kaye. I know you don’t want to. 
You really don’t want to see a small skate flopping around down there, but you have no 
choice. If you see something like that you’ll have to pick him up and take care of him, you 
know. You won’t have a choice.

J, who still doesn’t seem to notice that these are guts and not water that has shot 
from the egg, still talks about it and handles it. Pink and yellow pus leaks from the edges 
and falls into the Touch Tank holding bay.

I come around the side and take the rag and toss it into the dome-topped brown 
garbage can. I then come around to the back of the tank.

“Give it to me,” I say, reaching into the bay with my fingers. I pick up the dark 
green case made of keratin and bring it with me, careful that when I pull the Touch Tank 
door open I do not hurt myself or anyone else – even now that the touch tank door has 
been fixed, I am still aware that they didn’t really fix it properly and it could still swing 
out and hurt someone.

Take it. Take it and – Take it to a sink or something and clean out the rest.
Ew, I think. Ew. That is the last thing I want to do…


