
HED: What I Caught in the Net 
DEK: A summer I initially dreaded became the one that taught me the most about nature and myself. 
I pretended that the salt air wasn’t already making my eyes water as I stood at the edge of the dock. It was my first morning at the Cape May Nature Center for the Rutgers 4-H Teen Leadership Program. The program operator, Debbie, approached me. She was short, sunburned from years of summers spent outside, and had been teaching kids at the center longer than I’d been alive.
She handed me a laminated guide to local species found in the harbor, including crabs, different types of fish, horseshoe crabs, jellyfish, and an octopus. Creatures I was aware of but never really thought much about.	
“You ready?” she asked.
Although the truth was no, I nodded yes. I was a teenager who wanted to enjoy my summer with zero responsibilities. Not be forced to do something I didn’t sign up for myself. My parents called it “a great opportunity.” I saw it as a punishment, and now I was dreading my break from school. 
Debbie and I began walking into the harbor wearing dark green, rubber fishing bibs until we were knee-deep in the water. I was gripping one end of a seining net while Debbie held the other. The water was colder than expected, and the mud tugged at my shoes with every step. 
“Slow steps. Let the tide help you,” Debbie said.
When we raised the net, minnows scurried around the corners, baby flounders disappeared into the sand, and a couple of little jellyfish pulsed faintly. 
The children gathered around us.
“Is that a fish?”
“Can I hold one?”
“Are we gonna see sharks today?” a little boy asked.
“Maybe a small one,” I told him. “If we’re lucky.”
He grinned. “Today feels lucky.”
After that, he started saying it every morning, and soon the rest of us volunteers started repeating it. I would initially say it to make him laugh. But gradually, it began to feel real. 
The kids were in Pre-K through sixth grade. Most came from Coast Guard families, and they attended the camp for free. Some had already moved between several states before turning ten. It began to feel rewarding observing their enthusiasm for learning about nature, studying fish as if they were treasure, or racing through the butterfly trail while laughing the entire time. 
I eventually realized how little I knew at the beginning of the experience. What causes jellyfish to pulse? How old can a horseshoe crab get? How do tides determine when to change? They asked everything. And I found myself wanting to know the answers just as much as they did.
Debbie picked up a horseshoe crab one afternoon at low tide and told them its species had survived more than 450 million years. Older than dinosaurs. The kids went quiet. One girl turned to me and whispered, “It survived everything.”
On a different day, a camper asked, “Why do you like the ocean so much?”
I thought about giving a simple answer, like how relaxing the waves can sound. But that didn’t feel real.
“I like it because it never stays the same,” I told him. “It’s always moving, but you still know what it is. That makes change feel a little less scary.”
He smiled, giggled, and nodded as if he knew exactly what I meant at age seven.
By the end of the summer, I wasn’t counting volunteer hours anymore. I found myself appreciating the questions the kids would ask, the creatures we’d catch in the net and set free, or the way the harbor looked different every single morning.
During one of my last few weeks, the boy who wanted to see a shark ran toward me with his hands cupped. He dropped, what he thought to be, a tiny shark tooth into my palms.
“Look! Look! A shark was here!” he said. 
I still have that seashell. Not because it’s rare and thought to be a shark tooth, but because it reminds me of how wrong I was about that summer, and how grateful I am that I ended up there anyway. The summer camp program didn’t just give the kids something to be excited about. It gave me something that helped me grow up a little without noticing.


