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Maya loved the pond at the end of her street. Every morning,

she packed her notebook and pencil into her canvas satchel

and walked there. She wore her bright green t-shirt with the

turtle print, and her two puffy pigtails bounced as she went.

Maya was eight years old, small and wiry, with big dark brown

eyes and a gap-toothed smile. She liked to watch and wonder.
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One sunny day, something tiny moved by the water's edge.

Maya crouched low and held her breath. A little turtle poked

its head out of an olive-green shell marked with yellow. Its

amber eyes blinked at her, curious but shy. The turtle was no

bigger than her palm. Maya whispered, "Hello, little one. I will

call you Pepper."
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Maya sat very still and opened her notebook. She drew

Pepper's shell and wrote down everything she saw. The turtle

needed clean water to swim in and plants to hide under. It

liked the quiet, muddy bank where nothing loud or scary came

near. Maya tapped her pencil. "So this is your habitat," she

said softly. "This is what keeps you safe."
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Grandpa Lu came down the path with his straw hat and

wooden walking stick. He saw Maya watching the pond and

smiled. "Found a friend?" he asked. Maya showed him her

notebook. "Pepper needs clean water and plants and quiet,"

she said. Grandpa Lu nodded. "You are right. A good habitat

gives a turtle everything it needs."
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Maya visited Pepper every day after that. She watched the

turtle glide through the water and rest on a sunny rock. She

saw how Pepper hid when a dog barked and came out when all

was calm. Maya wrote it all down. "Clean water," she

whispered. "Plants. Quiet places." Her notebook filled with

careful drawings and notes.
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One morning, Maya saw something that made her worry. A

plastic bag floated near the pond's edge. Pepper swam away

fast and hid under a big leaf. Maya pulled the bag out with a

stick. "This does not belong here," she said. She looked around

and saw more trash caught in the reeds. The habitat was not

as safe as it should be.
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Maya ran to tell Grandpa Lu. "The pond needs help," she said.

"Pepper needs clean water and quiet, and people are leaving

trash." Grandpa Lu put down his walking stick and listened.

"You have learned a lot," he said. "Now you can teach others.

That is how we protect habitats." Maya's eyes went wide. She

had an idea.
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Maya called her best friend Rosie. Rosie came right over in her

purple hoodie and yellow rain boots, her ladybug hair clip

shining in the sun. "I need help," Maya said. "I want to make a

pond exhibit to teach everyone about turtles." Rosie grinned. "I

can paint signs!" she said. "And I can tell everyone at school!"
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They worked all afternoon in Grandpa Lu's shed. Maya drew

pictures of Pepper and wrote facts on big boards. Rosie

painted a bright sign that said "HELP OUR TURTLES!" with a

wobbly green turtle. Grandpa Lu helped them build a small

pretend pond with stones and toy plants. "This will show

people what a good habitat looks like," Maya said. Rosie

nodded eagerly.

9



The next day, they set up the exhibit by the pond. Maya stood

proudly in her green turtle t-shirt with her notebook in hand.

Rosie waved at everyone who came by. "Welcome to our turtle

exhibit!" she called. Families walked over to see the signs and

the pretend pond. Maya felt a little flutter in her chest. Would

people listen?
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Then Maya saw her first visitors. A group of kids from her

class gathered around. Maya took a deep breath and began.

"This is what a turtle needs," she said, pointing to her

drawings. "Clean water, plants, and quiet places." She told

them about Pepper and how the pond had been full of trash.

The kids leaned in, listening closely.
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Grandpa Lu stood nearby with his walking stick and smiled

proudly. Rosie handed out little cards with turtle facts. "Take

one home!" she said. Parents nodded and asked questions.

Maya answered each one, her gap-toothed smile growing

bigger. "Every small helper can make a big difference," she

told them. "You can help too!"
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After the exhibit, something wonderful happened. Families

picked up trash around the pond. Someone brought fresh

plants to put in the water. The kids from Maya's class promised

to keep the pond clean. Maya watched as the water sparkled

again. She knew Pepper would be safe and happy. Her small

helpers idea had worked!
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That evening, Maya sat by the pond with Grandpa Lu. Pepper

poked her head out and swam near the shore. "You did a good

thing," Grandpa Lu said. "You learned about habitats, and you

taught others to protect them." Maya nodded. "Protecting

habitats protects animals," she said. "And every small helper

can make a big difference."
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Rosie came running over with a big grin. "Everyone loved the

exhibit!" she said. "Can we do it again next week?" Maya

looked at Pepper and then at her friends. "Yes!" she said. "We

can teach even more people." She opened her notebook and

started a new page called "Pond Helpers." Her heart felt warm

and proud.
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Maya put her pencil down and smiled at the quiet pond.

Pepper rested on a sunny rock, safe and calm. Maya knew that

clean water, plants, and quiet places would always matter. She

learned that protecting habitats protects animals, and every

small helper can make a big difference. And she knew she

would always be one of those helpers.
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