HoLEY MoLEY!
by Lyn Sirota

i MAGINE IT'S A summer afternoon ar the beach.
Your friends bury you in wet sand right up to your
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water dances right up to the tips of your toes. Just
15 your friends finish patting the last bit of sand, you
feel something. Ies irchy. Yikes, it's tickling vour rear
end. . . . No, it's crawling up vour bathing suit!

You scream! You can't stand up because the wer
sand is heavy, so vou wiggle vour way out and grab this
thing out of your bathing suit with lightning speed.
What is it? It looks like a cockn ach or a ETay beetle.

It seems to be walking
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See! The creature from your suit isn't
so big. The Atlantic mole crab, which can
be found along the coast from Massachu-
setts to Florida, is one of the smallest crabs
around. Females grow to only one to one
and a half inches, and males grow to about
half an inch.

These crabs can't hurt you because they
don't have pincers like many other crabs.
And since it isn't easy to know which end
of a mole crab is the front, here's a hint:

watch the direction in which the crab moves. Mole crabs
actually move backward.

Even when you've figured out which end its mouth
is on, you don't need to worry about the crab snacking
on your toes. Mole crabs eat only small creatures from
the ocean, such as plankton and bacteria. These crabs
have feathery antennae thar trap tiny pieces of food.
They filter particles in the water and then use their
antennae to remove the food and brush it into their
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When they're ready, each female mole crab lays thou-
sands of tiny, brigcht orange epes. The mother carries these
eges attached under her body for months. After they hatch,
mole crab babies, or larvae, are on their own. The larvae
don’t look like their parents; they are tiny, spiny, see-
through crearures with big heads and bulging eves. As
the larvae grow, they molt, which means they shed their
entire outer layer of skin. During the larval and molting
stages of young mole crabs, some are washed ashore while
others float our to sea with the currents.

Mole crabs protect themselves by digging undemeath
the sand as seawater washes over them. Hiding helps
them avoid being eaten by shorebirds, lareer crabs, or
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to poles gather mole crabs to use as bair.
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