
    

    

    
    
  NICHOLAS LEE loved going to the beach.

  The only problem was, he never went in the water.

  “I like building sandcastles,”

  Nick said to his mom.

  “I like flying kites,” Nick said to his dad.

  “I’m afraid of sharks,” Nick confided to his big sister, Ariel. Ariel wasn’t afraid of anything. “Come with me,” she told Nick. “We’ll be back,” she told their parents.

   

 

  


    

    

    
    
  Ariel drove Nick to a low building with lots of windows, right on the bay. “This is the aquarium,” she said. “It’s like a museum, only with fish.”

  The aquarium was cool. There was a real tide pool, where you could touch sea stars and watch little crabs scuttle under rocks. There was a huge fishbowl shaped like a column; it went all the way to the ceiling and was filled with dreamy pink jellyfish. There were huge tanks everywhere, swimming with all the fish you could ever imagine.

  Ariel marched Nick right up to a woman wearing a green shirt and an aquarium nametag. “Hi,” she said. “I’m Ariel, and this is Nick, and we’re afraid of sharks.”

 

  


    

    

    
    
  The woman nodded. “I’m Fiona,” she said. “And lots of people are afraid of sharks. But you shouldn’t be.”

  “You mean there aren’t any sharks in this ocean?” Nick asked, relieved.

  Fiona shook her head. “I didn’t say that. There aren’t any sharks in your bathtub. There aren’t any sharks in your swimming pool. But the ocean? There are sharks in every ocean in the world.

 

  


    

    

    
    
  Sharks live in icy water near the North Pole and in warm water near the equator. They live in shallow water near the coast and in water that is 10,000 feet deep. Some sharks even live in rivers!”

  That was enough for Nick. From now on, it was swimming pools for him.

  “Hold on,” said Ariel. She turned to Fiona. “But you said we shouldn’t be afraid of sharks, right?”

  Fiona nodded again. “Right. There are hundreds of different kinds of sharks in the world. Most of them aren’t dangerous to people. And only a few of them live around here.”

  Fiona led Nick and Ariel to one of the big fishtanks. “Look there — at that spotty fish down at the bottom —

 

  


    

    

    
    
  it’s just coming past us — see it? That’s a shark, a leopard shark. It’s pretty common around here.”

  Nick looked. The leopard shark was about three feet long, sleek and silvery and covered with nice, brownish black spots. “Is it a baby?” he asked.

  “Nope,” Fiona answered. “People think of sharks as big, toothy monsters. But over half of all shark species are even littler than this guy.”

  Nick watched the leopard shark swim past again. “Would it bite me?”

  “Not likely,” said Fiona. “It likes to eat worms and fish eggs and little crabs. If you came near it underwater, it would swim away as fast as it could.”

  “But some sharks eat people!” Nick said.

 

  


    

    

    
  


    

    

    
    
  Fiona laughed. “You’ve been watching too many movies!” she said. “Yes, once in a very long while, a shark attacks a person, and it makes a really scary story. But that just hardly ever happens. Big sharks are much more interested in finding seals or sea lions to eat than in bothering people.”

  Now Nick felt bad for the seals and sea lions.

  “Sharks have to eat,” Ariel said gently. “Just like you and me.”

  Fiona smiled sympathetically. “Shark teeth are pretty neat,” she said. “Want to see a shark’s jaw?”

  Nick wasn’t sure, but Fiona pulled the thing out.

 

  


    

    

    
    
  “A shark may have 35,000 teeth in its lifetime,” she said. “The teeth grow in rows, one behind the other. As one tooth falls out, another moves up to take its place.”

  Ariel laughed. “Pretty handy — but it would take forever to brush.”

 

  


    

    

    
    
  Ariel pointed to a poster on the wall. It was covered with pictures of fish — big fish, little fish, funny-looking fish.

 

    
  “Every single fish on that poster is a shark,” Fiona said. “But see how different they are. Hammerhead sharks have heads that look like — hammers! Mako sharks can swim faster than 20 miles an hour. Their dorsal fins — the ones on their backs that look so scary in movies — help keep them from rolling over as they swim.

 

  


    

    

    
    
  Whale sharks and basking sharks are the world’s largest fish. They can weigh as much as two elephants — but they eat the littlest food. Their teeth are practically useless — they basically sort of suck in tiny plants and animals called plankton. And little pygmy sharks are only six inches long.”

  Ariel was reading the poster. “Hey, Nick,” she said. “It says here that sharks have been around for 400 million years! That’s before people! It’s even before dinosaurs!”

  Nick was impressed, in spite of himself.

  Fiona sighed. “Honestly, Nick? People are much more dangerous to sharks than sharks are to people. We trap them in nets, where they struggle and die.

 

  


    

    

    
    
  We build factories and hotels and houses in the coastal wetlands where sharks raise their babies. Some shark species are in danger of dying out altogether!”

 

    
  Nick was quiet, watching the leopard shark weave its way through the tank. He thought about how big the ocean was, and how sharks just wanted to live in their watery home without being bothered.

 

  


    

    

    
    
  Ariel nudged him. “Well?” she said. “Are you OK? Can we go swimming now, or what?”

  Nick nodded. And for the rest of vacation, he swam in the ocean and played on the beach and didn’t see a single shark. Not in the water, anyhow.
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