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hen am | going
to see a barracu-

Opposite, clockwise
from top right: The
beach at Hope Town
on Elbow Cay; a
curious barracuda
tags along on a snor-
keling trip; masked
Marlie; exploring the
tide pools on the
Atlantic side of
Great Guana Cay;
the Meltemia, one
of the Moorings’
luxury catamarans.

Ja?”” my 7-year-

)ld, Marlie, asked

or the tenth time

nce the start of our

trip. It was no passing

fancy: This is a kid so enthralled by

toothy creatures that he endlessly

doodles underwater scenes infested

with ’cudas, sharks and eels. He

hadn't seen any in the wild yet, but

with a week to explore the

Bahamas aboard a sailboat, it was

only a matter of time before he

came face to face with one of his

favorite sea monsters. As his mom,

let’s just say | had mixed feelings
about that.

“You're going to see some really
big fish here, Marlie,” said our cap-
tain, Dave, in his thick Aussie
accent as he steered the dinghy
toward Sandy Cay Reef. Marlie,
bouncing at the bow alongside his
brother, 11-year-old Alex, nodded

cluster of sky-
divers freefalling
in formation.
The reef
appeared below
us, a watery ¥
metropolis of coral
and sponge struc-
tures pulsing with color-
ful citizens. A school of
black-and-yellow striped ser-
geant majors zipped by like busy
commuters. Parrotfish, angels and
fairy basslets mixed and mingled
amid huge brain corals and tangles
of white-tipped staghorn. A large
grouper puttered along a sandy
throughway between sections of
stony reef, finning past a stingray
that burrowed into the bottom.
Suddenly, we were engulfed by a
cloud of tiny shimmering silver-
sides, so many that they blocked
our view. And then, just as sudden-
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The end of our drift
came far too soon.
Turning toward the
dinghy, I saw the biggest
barracuda hovering nearby,
hanging out just below the
surface. Intimidating but not
threatening, he looked as if he was
simply waiting around to make
certain that Marlie’s wish had
come true. | gave him a little wave
and thought, “My kids will still be
talking about you in 20 years.”
Marlie popped his head up and
peeled off his mask. “Three barra-
cudas and a shark! My friends are
not going to believe this!”

| felt like a kid whod just been on the greatest roller coaster and was

and studied the water intently — a
kiddie Cousteau.

Dave explained that this was a
“drift” snorkel: We'd drop in at one
end of the reef and let the current
carry us while he tagged along in
the dinghy to pluck us out when
we finished. The first mate,
Melanie, splashed over the side,
followed by the boys and then
their father, Gary. When | slipped
in, Gary and | joined hands with
Marlie and Alex so we could stay
together. With arms and legs out-

ly, the school parted, revealing a
long silver torpedo with teeth.
“Bawahcudah!  Bawahcudah!”
shouted Marlie, his voice distorted
through his snorkel. Little hands
tightened their grip on mine, but
then Alex yanked his away. “Shark!
Shark!” he yelled, pointing out a
baby bull shark swimming 20 feet
down. Another, larger barracuda
appeared, and then a third. The
shark did a lazy turn. The boys
hooted and grunted to announce
each new and exciting development.

“Man, | want to do that again,”
said Alex as Dave reached down to
help him back aboard. I felt the
same way: like a kid whod just
been on the greatest roller coaster
— and was ready to do it all over.

GIVEN MARLIE'S MARINE-
life obsession and Alex’s love of
sailing, deciding to do an island-
hopping adventure by boat was an
easy pick for our summer vacation.
We chose the Abacos as our cruis-
ing grounds because this 120-mile-
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long island chain in the nbern
Bahamas offers safe, easy sailing w
protected waters, and becai@eitly
a 45-minute flight &m Horida. The
other decision evhad to make wa
whether to go it alone, kaoat, or
rent a yacht that came with &ver
Considering the time taken up wi
provisioning, cooking and cleanin
and the strss of actually vkimg the
boat ersus having parelaxing quali
ty time with the bgs, the @wed char
ter option was another no-brainer
Captain e and Mlanie
welcomed us aboathe Meltemia a
47-foot four-cabin catamaran equipy
with all the water
toys N at the
Moorings base or
Marsh  Harbour
OK@ got a begin
ning snokeler and
a noice sailgd |
said. OCanentai
lor the trip to keep
them inteested?0
Ol think v can
handle that,O &%

From top: Fst
Méate Mehne pres
erts shimp skd for
lunch; each of the
cd® chins fetures
a dwle ked and
piivae heapgCapta
Dave with Aéx &
the heh Oppmste:
the Meltema.

the telltale crinkling of foil told me
that Marlie was pilfering snacks in the
galley Melanie, though, was a step
ahead of the daded @iGstaving!O
meltdavn and set the shaded outside
table with salads ande$h swet
Bahamian kead, which ere pompt

ly and totally deoured.

The beamy catamaran was surpris
ingly comforable. @Gy and |
unpacked in one teak-trimmed cabin,
and the bys decided @ be fun to
shae the beh just fowad of ours N
within giggling distancelThe cew
roomed on the other side of the boat,
and each air-conditioned cabin had a
private headwith Melani® small gal
ley filled with potted herbs, baskets of
fresh fait and, thanks to the @icuise
prefeence sheet, an assent of our
fawrite foods and drinks, the
Meltemianstantly felt homey

Our gear stwed and the b
chomping at the bit, ®e steexd the
boat out of the harbor and into the
blue-geen waters of the&of Aaco
It was another sign that oueverhad
experience in dealing with kids that

e gt a begnningarkderand anovicesilar; @an wetailar thetrip to them

smiled, olling out a charof the ®a of
Abaco, the lmad, shalls body of
water that separatese@ Adaco fom
dozns of smaller islands that face t
Atlantic to the east.dy and | leaned
ower the chay pointing out island after
interesting-looking island: r€en
Turtle Cay Man-O-War, Manjack,
Pelican E we wanted to hit them alll.
Da\w let us go on for a while befor
gently suggesting a malaxed itiner
ary. OBople typically want to visit as

our first stop was negrta warm-up
snokeling spot called &maid® Reef

It alloved the bgs to burn off some
newvous energy and aflie to spot a
few fish while w all made sarour

masks and fins fit.

After that, it was Al&turn. Dae
sat beside him at the helm, demon
strating the GPS and explainingvho
he determined the best angles for the
sails as evmade our way toréat
Guana. Veterans of the serious

many islands as they can,O he said. @Bcluded eefs with stops at largeriustralian yacht-racing aiit, Dawe
at the end of the trjghey always wishislands that would offer local cudturand Melanie became A@personal

they had taken it a bit sler to saer and fun shaside optiong-herd be

sailing instictors for the eek and

the places they visite® ageed and plenty of sndeling stops and goodseemed to thoughly enjg having the
settled on a plan that combined days stfietches of sailing in beten.
exploring uninhabited beaches and As ve finished plotting our course, With both the boat and the kids
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rapt attention of such a willing pupil.



