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On a bright Saturday morning, Maya pulled on her yellow rain

boots and hugged her green backpack. Grandpa Luis waited

by the gate, tapping his curved walking stick. 'Ready for the

animal sanctuary?' he asked with a smile. Maya nodded so fast

her curly puffs bounced. She had warm light-brown skin and a

gap-toothed grin that stretched wide. Today would be an

adventure!
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The sanctuary was full of sounds and smells. Goats bleated,

chickens clucked, and a peacock screamed like a rusty hinge.

Keeper Rosa met them at the gate. She wore a wide straw hat

and a tan apron with bulging pockets. 'Welcome!' she said, her

dark eyes crinkling. 'Remember, the animals here need gentle

voices and quiet feet.' Maya tried to walk softly, but her boots

went squish-squash on the path.
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Then Maya saw it: a little alpaca, knee-high and fluffy as a

cloud. Its fleece was cream-white, with a soft tan patch on one

ear. It wore a red braided collar with a tiny brass bell that

went tink-tink when it moved. Its long lashes blinked over big

dark eyes. 'Oh!' Maya gasped. 'I want to hug it right now!' She

started to run forward.
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Keeper Rosa gently caught Maya's hand. 'Wait,' she said softly.

'Pepper is shy. If you rush, she'll run away.' Maya's round

cheeks flushed. She wanted to hug the little alpaca so badly!

'But I'll be careful,' she promised. Rosa smiled. 'Being gentle

means more than careful hands. It means letting Pepper

choose when to come close.' Maya nodded, though her feet

still wanted to dash.
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Grandpa Luis leaned on his walking stick. 'Patience is a funny

thing,' he said. 'The more you wait, the more you get.' Maya

wasn't sure what that meant, but she sat down on a wooden

bench. Pepper peeked from behind a fence post. Her ears

twitched. The brass bell tinkled as she took one tiny step, then

another. Maya held her breath and stayed perfectly still.
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Keeper Rosa brought a handful of soft green grass. 'Offer it

like this,' she said, holding out her palm flat. 'Let Pepper come

to you.' Maya copied her, stretching out her hand. The grass

smelled sweet and fresh. Pepper stretched her neck, her nose

wiggling. But then a chicken squawked loudly, and Pepper

skittered back. Maya's shoulders slumped. 'It's okay,' said

Rosa. 'Trust takes time.'
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The next day, Maya came back. She wore her blue overalls and

carried her green backpack full of nothing but patience. She

sat on the same bench and waited. Pepper was there, watching

from behind the fence. Maya didn't move. She didn't call out.

She just sat quietly, like a little statue in yellow boots. The sun

warmed her shoulders. A butterfly floated by.
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After a long while, Pepper took a step forward. Then another.

Her bell jingled softly. Maya's heart thumped, but she kept

still. Pepper came closer, closer, until her soft nose was just a

hand away. Maya could see the tan patch on her ear and the

long lashes around her dark eyes. She didn't reach out. She

just smiled her gap-toothed smile and whispered, 'Hello,

Pepper.'
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Pepper sniffed the air. Then she took one more step and gently

nibbled the grass from Maya's palm. Her lips were soft and

tickly. Maya giggled, but she didn't move her hand. 'She's

doing it!' she whispered to Keeper Rosa, who watched from

the gate. Rosa nodded. 'You're doing it too,' she said. 'You're

being gentle and patient.' Maya felt warm inside, like a cup of

cocoa.
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Every day after that, Maya visited the sanctuary. She learned

to read Pepper's signs: when her ears went back, she needed

space; when her head tilted, she was curious. Maya never

rushed. She offered grass, sat quietly, and let Pepper decide.

Some days Pepper stayed close. Some days she kept her

distance. Maya didn't mind. She was learning that friendship

grows at its own speed.

10



One afternoon, Pepper did something new. She walked right

up to Maya and rested her soft chin on Maya's knee. The brass

bell was silent. Maya's eyes went wide. She didn't hug Pepper

—not yet. She just sat very still and let the little alpaca lean

against her. 'She trusts you,' Keeper Rosa said softly. 'You

respected her space, and now she's giving you her heart.'

Maya's smile was so big it almost hurt.
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From that day on, Pepper followed Maya around the sanctuary

like a fluffy shadow. They walked together past the goats and

chickens, Pepper's little bell tinkling. Maya learned to brush

Pepper's fleece with a soft brush and to refill her water bucket.

She even taught Grandpa Luis how to offer grass on a flat

palm. 'Look at you,' he said, his grey eyes crinkling. 'A real

alpaca friend.'
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On Maya's last day of the season, Keeper Rosa gave her a

small card. It had a picture of Pepper and the words 'Gentle

Hands, Happy Hearts.' Maya hugged Rosa tightly. 'Thank you

for teaching me,' she said. Rosa laughed. 'Pepper taught you,'

she said. 'I just showed you the way.' Maya tucked the card

into her green backpack and waved goodbye to all the animals.
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On the walk home, Maya held Grandpa Luis's hand. 'I used to

think hugging was the best way to show love,' she said. 'But

Pepper taught me that waiting is a kind of love too.' Grandpa

nodded. 'Respecting boundaries,' he said, 'builds trust. And

trust is the best hug of all.' Maya thought about Pepper's soft

chin on her knee and smiled her gap-toothed smile.
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That night, Maya drew a picture of Pepper with her tan ear

patch and red collar. She hung it above her bed. In the picture,

Maya sat quietly with grass in her hand, and Pepper came

close. It reminded her that friendship isn't about grabbing or

rushing. It's about being gentle, patient, and kind. And

sometimes, the best friends are the ones who come to you.
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The next spring, Maya returned to the sanctuary. Pepper was

bigger now, but she still wore her red collar with the brass

bell. When she saw Maya, she trotted over and nuzzled her

pocket, looking for grass. Maya laughed and pulled out a

handful. 'I missed you too,' she said. And they sat together in

the sunshine, two friends who had learned that trust grows

best when you give it time.
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