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Maya pulled on her yellow rain boots and clipped her green

hair ribbons into her curly puffs. Today was a special day—she

was going to visit the stable where Grandpa Joe kept a little

horse. She skipped down the lane, her boots splashing in

puddles, until she reached the big red barn. The sweet smell of

hay and the soft nicker of a pony welcomed her inside.

1



Grandpa Joe stood by a stall, his flat cap tilted back and his

grey moustache twitching in a smile. "Maya! Come meet

Pepper," he said, leading her to a small, round-bellied pony.

Pepper had a cream-coloured coat, a ginger mane, and a white

blaze on his forehead. He wore a red halter with a tiny brass

bell that jingled when he moved. Maya's hazel eyes grew wide

with wonder.
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"Can I help care for him?" Maya asked, reaching out a gentle

hand. Pepper sniffed her fingers and gave a soft whinny.

Grandpa Joe chuckled. "Caring for a horse is more than just

pats and carrots," he said. "It means understanding what he

needs—food, water, clean bedding, and exercise." Maya

nodded seriously. "I want to learn everything," she said, her

gap-toothed smile shining.
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Grandpa Joe handed Maya a bucket. "First, fresh water," he

said. They walked to the pump and filled the bucket until it

sparkled. Pepper drank noisily, his fuzzy ears twitching. "A

horse needs clean water every day," Grandpa Joe explained.

Maya watched carefully, already planning how she would

remember this. She loved the way Pepper's dark eyes followed

her every move.
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Next came food. Grandpa Joe showed Maya the hay and the

grain bin. "Pepper needs hay to munch and a little grain for

energy," he said. Maya measured the grain carefully, her

tongue poking out in concentration. Pepper munched happily,

his ginger tail swishing. "He likes it!" Maya laughed. "Of

course he does," said Grandpa Joe. "But we mustn't give him

too much—just the right amount."
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"Now for the bedding," Grandpa Joe said, grabbing a pitchfork.

They cleared out the old straw and spread fresh, golden straw

on the floor. Maya helped, her small arms working hard. "A

clean bed keeps Pepper warm and dry," Grandpa Joe said.

Pepper stepped onto the fresh straw and rolled, his fuzzy legs

kicking happily. Maya giggled at the sight. "He looks like a

happy little cloud!"
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The last job was exercise. Grandpa Joe led Pepper to the

paddock, and Maya walked beside them. "Horses need to

move," he said. "It keeps their legs strong and their hearts

happy." Pepper trotted around the paddock, his bell jingling.

Maya clapped. "Can I lead him?" she asked. Grandpa Joe

showed her how to hold the rope gently. Pepper followed Maya

as if he had known her forever.
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That evening, Maya sat at the kitchen table with crayons and

paper. "I don't want to forget anything," she told Grandpa Joe.

"So I'm making a checklist!" She drew a bucket for water, a

hay bale for food, a pitchfork for clean bedding, and a little

horse running for exercise. She coloured each picture bright

and bold, and wrote the words in her best handwriting.
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The next morning, Maya arrived at the stable with her

checklist on a clipboard. "Let's see," she said, ticking off each

item with a crayon. Water—done. Food—done. Clean bedding—

done. Exercise—done! Pepper watched her with curious eyes,

his bell jingling as she worked. Grandpa Joe leaned on his

pitchfork and smiled. "That checklist is a wonderful idea," he

said. "You really understand what Pepper needs."
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Days turned into weeks, and Maya visited the stable every day

after school. She followed her checklist with patience and

kindness, always checking each picture before moving on.

Sometimes Pepper nuzzled her pocket for a carrot, and she

would laugh and give him one. The little horse grew rounder

and shinier, his cream coat glowing. Maya's heart swelled with

pride.
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One chilly morning, Grandpa Joe gave Pepper a blue stable

blanket to wear. "He feels the cold," he explained. Maya added

a picture of a blanket to her checklist. "I'll make sure he's

warm," she said. Pepper wore his blanket proudly, the brass

bell on his red halter tinkling as he walked. Maya noticed how

relaxed he seemed, his dark eyes soft and trusting.
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Soon, other children at the stable noticed Maya's bright

checklist. "Can we help?" they asked. Maya smiled and showed

them each picture. "First water, then food, then clean bedding,

then exercise," she explained. Together they filled buckets and

spread straw, each child taking a turn. Pepper stood patiently,

enjoying all the attention. Grandpa Joe winked at Maya. "Your

kindness is spreading," he said.
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Maya's checklist grew a little more detailed. She added a note

about brushing Pepper's coat and checking his hooves. "Caring

means noticing the little things," Grandpa Joe said. Maya

nodded. She loved the way Pepper leaned into her brush

strokes, his ginger mane fluffing up. With every tick on her

checklist, she felt closer to the gentle pony.
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Pepper grew happy and healthy, his round belly full and his

coat glossy. He trotted to the fence whenever he saw Maya

coming, his bell ringing a welcome. Maya threw her arms

around his neck—gently, of course. "You're the best little horse

in the world," she whispered. Pepper snorted softly, as if he

agreed.
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Grandpa Joe hung Maya's checklist on the stable wall for

everyone to see. "This all started with a girl who wanted to

understand," he told the other children. Maya blushed, her

round cheeks turning pink. "I just watched and learned," she

said. "And I wrote it down so I wouldn't forget." The children

nodded, and Pepper jingled his bell as if to say, "Well done!"
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That night, Maya drew one more picture on her checklist: a

little horse with a big heart, and a girl with a clipboard.

Underneath, she wrote, "Care begins with understanding

needs." She smiled as she fell asleep, dreaming of Pepper and

the stable. The little horse would always be her friend, and she

would always be there to care for him—one kind check at a

time.
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