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- Thté Mystery of the
Fried Egg

-

The moon is nearly full on a summer evening. A Scopoli’s
shearwater soars over the waves. The bird makes a loud
BLEATING sound, then plunges into the midnight-blue
water of the Mediterranean Sea. It comes up with a couple

of sardines, which it will feed to its chicks back on shore.

Not far away, something is floating on the surface. It looks
like a fried egg. Maybe some fishermen threw their dinner

overboard. But—hold on a minute—this fried egg is moving
across the sea’s surface! It looks like it's pulsing. What is

this egg-like object? It’s a fried egg jellyfish!
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Over the course of the night, the fried egg jellyfish moves across

the moonlit waters. Colorful appendages trail beneath its smooth,
see-through bell. For a moment, the jellyfish is motionless. But soon
the wind picks up, helping the jellyfish to drift. It rides the waves,
rising and falling like a leaf on the breeze. As the fried egg jellyfish

cruises along, it feeds on tiny creatures called plankton.




The horizon turns a brilliant copper color at first light. A strong
current has made the sea choppy. A loggerhead turtle comes to
the surface. He is looking for breakfast when he sees something
yellow and white on the ocean’s surface. He grabs the bobbing

object and quickly eats it. Unfortunately, he has swallowed a

floating plastic bag—not the tasty jellyfish he thought it was.
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Our fried egg jellyfish heads to slightly deeper waters as the sun
rises. But look closer...some other creatures are hitching a ride! A
tiny Atlantic horse mackerel is hiding beneath the jellyfish’s bell.
A tiny crab had been stowing away too, but decides to bail out
when the fried egg jellyfish moves over a patch of seagrass. The
small fish munch on whatever pieces of food the jellyfish doesn’t
move quickly enough from its tentacles to its mouth. Now and
then they even bite their host to add to their meal. Does the fried
egg jellyfish mind? It's hard to say but perhaps not... After all, it

has no brain!

Our fried egg jellyfish spends the rest of the summer floating,
feeding, and hosting hitchhikers. Even though it won't live
through the winter, new ones will take its place next year.
The Mediterranean Sea will continue to be a rich home for

fried egg jellyfish for years to come!
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THE SCIENCE BEHIND THE STORY

Sunny-Sude Up

There are a couple of different species of fried egg
jellyfish. The ones in this story are Cotylorhiza
tuberculata, sometimes also called Mediterranean
jellyfish. They commonly live in the Mediterranean,
Aegean, and Adriatic Seas. They grow to be
14 in (35 cm) across.

When is a fish not a fish?

Even though they're called jellyfish, these simple creatures aren't
fish at all. Unlike fish, jellyfish don’t have a backbone—or any
bones at all, in fact. These watery creatures have roamed the

world’s oceans and seas for more than 500 million years. They
were alive way before the dinosaurs roamed Earth!
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The fried egg jellyfish
sucks water into is bell
and pushes it out again to
propel itself forward.

A natural nursery

Jellyfish use their tentacles to inject venom into their prey.

For good reason, many marine creatures steer clear of these

tentacles. The fried egg jellyfish in this story does not have

strong venom, however. That's why young fish can hide
out in its tentacles without being harmed.
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Swple creatures

A jellyfish’s body is 95% water. It has
no brain, heart, or blood. But it does
have a very basic nervous system. Its
nerves let the jellyfish detect light,
smell, and even know the difference
between up and down.

Plastic problems

Like many seas and oceans, the
Mediterranean Sea has a problem with
plastics. Most litter on the seafloor is plastic.
Thousands of tons of plastic waste also float
on the surface. Plastic bags, like the one eaten
by the sea turtle in this story, often look like
jellyfish. When animals eat these bags, it can
make them very ill or even kill them.




