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Maya loved the ocean more than anything. On a bright

Saturday morning, she put on her green sun hat and her

yellow t-shirt with the little fish print. She ran down to the

beach with her red sandals flip-flopping on the sand. The

waves whispered hello, and the salty air tickled her nose.

Today was going to be a special day.
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Maya waded into the shallow water. It was cool and clear, like

a giant blue bathtub. She saw tiny silver fish darting between

her toes. She saw a crab scuttling sideways under a rock.

Then, just ahead, something bright caught her eye. It

shimmered turquoise and pink, like a rainbow had fallen into

the sea.
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It was a fish! A funny, colorful fish with a beak like a parrot's.

It nibbled at the coral with tiny crunching sounds. Maya

crouched low and watched. The fish had bright orange eyes

and a fan-shaped tail with yellow edges. It looked friendly and

very busy. Maya whispered, “Hello, little fish. What are you

doing?”
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The fish wiggled its tail and swished closer. “I'm Pip,” it said,

“and I'm a parrotfish. I'm cleaning the coral!” Maya blinked.

“Cleaning?” she asked. “Like with a broom?” Pip laughed, a

bubbly giggle. “No, with my beak! I nibble the algae off the

coral so it stays healthy and strong. Coral needs sunlight and

space to grow.”
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Maya leaned in to look. The coral was pink and purple and

orange, like an underwater garden. Pip scraped at a patch of

green algae with its beak. “See?” said Pip. “Algae can smother

coral if it grows too much. I eat it up, and the coral can

breathe. I'm a reef helper!” Maya smiled. “You're like a tiny

gardener!”
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Pip nodded proudly. “But that's not all,” it said. “Watch this!”

Pip nibbled a piece of old coral and crunched it with its tiny

teeth. Then, poof! A little puff of white sand floated down. “I

make sand!” said Pip. “Every grain of sand on this beach might

have been nibbled by a parrotfish like me.”
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Maya's eyes went wide. “You make the beach?” she gasped.

“Yep!” said Pip. “All those soft white grains? Parrotfish teeth

grind up coral and rocks, and out comes sand. It's like magic,

but it's just my lunch.” Maya looked at the sand between her

fingers. It sparkled in the sun. “So the beach is fish-made?”

she asked. “Totally!” said Pip.
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Maya sat on a rock and thought. One small fish was doing so

much for the whole reef. Parrotfish clean the coral, and they

make sand for the beach. They help other fish find food and

homes. “You're a hero!” she said. Pip blushed pink. “I'm just

one fish,” it said. “But every parrotfish helps. We all work

together.”
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Just then, a shadow passed over the water. Maya looked up. A

big plastic bag was floating toward the reef, swirling in the

waves. “Oh no!” said Pip. “That can hurt the coral. It can block

the sunlight.” Maya didn't wait. She waded out and scooped up

the bag with her hat. “Got it!” she said. “I'll put it in the trash

where it belongs.”
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Pip swam around Maya's feet. “Thank you!” it said. “You're a

reef helper too!” Maya felt warm and happy inside. “I want to

help more,” she said. “What else can I do?” Pip told her about

keeping the water clean and never leaving trash on the beach.

Maya listened carefully to every word.
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Maya waved goodbye to Pip and ran home. She found her

friends Leo and Zoe playing in the yard. Leo wore his red cap

backwards and his orange shirt. Zoe's braids clicked with

beads as she ran to meet Maya. “You look excited!” said Zoe.

“What happened?” Maya took a deep breath. “I met a

parrotfish!” she said.
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Maya told them everything. She told them how parrotfish

nibble algae off the coral so it stays healthy. She told them how

they crunch coral into soft white sand. “So the beach is made

by fish?” asked Leo, amazed. “Yep!” said Maya. “And they need

our help to keep the ocean clean.” Zoe asked, “How can we

help?”
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Maya pulled out her notebook and drew a picture. She drew

the coral reef, colorful and busy. She drew Pip the parrotfish

with its beak and fan-shaped tail. Then she drew a big heart

around the whole reef. “We can pick up trash,” she said. “We

can tell others about parrotfish. We can keep the beach safe

for all ocean animals.”
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Leo grinned. “I'll bring a trash bag to the beach every time!”

he said. Zoe nodded. “I'll make a poster about parrotfish for

our class.” Maya smiled. “And I'll keep drawing pictures to

show how we can help.” They all put their hands together.

“Reef helpers forever!” they cheered.

14



The next day, Maya, Leo, and Zoe went back to the beach with

a big trash bag. They picked up plastic cups and wrappers.

They left only footprints in the sand. Maya looked out at the

waves. She knew Pip was out there, nibbling and crunching,

making sand and keeping the coral strong. “Thank you, Pip,”

she whispered.
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Maya learned that even the smallest creatures can do big

things. Parrotfish help the coral reef in amazing ways. Every

grain of sand tells a story of a fish's tiny teeth. Maya and her

friends promised to help keep the ocean clean and safe for

parrotfish, coral reefs, and all the creatures who call it home.

And they did.
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