Curfew Cutters

by

Eyes Right

Key Largo, FL -   The John Pennekamp Coral Reef State Park is located about 3 miles northeast of town on Highway U.S. 1.  The entrance is lined with a canopy of trees, now nearly denuded by the recent hurricane Wilma.   We had a free pass that I had arranged by mail and prior telephone conversations with the Park Manager.

“We,” in this case, was a group of 19 high school students and 7 adult chaperones, mostly fellow teachers from our high school in Virginia.  A ranger from the Visitors Center led us on a walking tour on boardwalks through a thick stand of mangroves in the surrounding swamps.  Once back to the Visitors Center, we watched a collection of tropical fish in a 30,000 gallon tank have a lunch of shrimp tidbits.  It was a genuine feeding frenzy inside the tank, but, for most of the teenagers watching on the outside, it seemed only to remind them that they were ready for lunch.

I do not know how many of you have traveled with a gaggle of teenagers lately, but they do not go long between feedings.  For most, it does not seem to matter terribly which fast food joint they patronize.  They simply want food – any fast food.  So we left the park, and had an absolutely terrible lunch at one of those national chain hamburger places.  We then returned to the park for an afternoon of snorkeling over the coral reefs off the coast of Key Largo.

It takes about an hour on the charter boat to go the 7 miles from the dock to the mooring buoys in Largo Sound above the reef.  Enroute we received a quickie lesson, Snorkeling 101, from a bikini-clad 20-something blonde who seemed to say, “OK, guys” every other phrase. The lesson’s sole purpose, I decided, was to protect the owner from liability in the event of an accident.

Once we reached the reef, all the experienced snorkelers immediately hit the water, while those whose only instruction had consisted of Snorkeling 101 wisely stayed on the boat.  The water temperature was in the low 80’s and the air temperature matched, so it was a very comfortable dive.  The reef had survived the hurricane with little apparent damage, and it was crawling with colorful fish, lobsters, and the occasional shark and far too occasional barracuda.  We were in the water over an hour.  On the way back to the dock, as the sun was setting, the teens told me they were again hungry.

After returning to the hotel and showering, all 26 of us had dinner together.  Afterwards, I established a curfew of 10 PM for the teenagers to be in their rooms, with an 11 PM light out.  Two of the chaperones were assigned to do a room and bed check.  

The following morning, both chaperones came to me to report that they had discovered two of the boys drinking beer with one hand while using the other to urinate from the third floor balcony to the ground below.  The boys had snuck out of their rooms after midnight, gave a local drunk 5 bucks to buy a 6-pack of beer for them, and then returned to their room to party until they were busted.

Within 30 minutes, I had called the airline, arranged a flight home to Virginia for the two boys, telephoned their parents, and ordered them to my van with their bags.  One of the chaperones rode with me back to Miami, while the rest of our group headed to Key West.  Ten hours later, the boys were in Virginia, I had driven back 125 miles to Key West, and life was again good.  I blame it all on too much fast food.

I thought you might like to know.
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