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The Girl and the Otter

Jane MEADOW



Every afternoon after school, Emma walked down the path to
her favorite spot on the riverbank. She carried her green
canvas satchel filled with a sketchbook and pencils. The river
sang softly as it flowed over smooth stones. Emma sat on a flat
rock and opened her sketchbook, ready to draw the animals
she saw. Her yellow rain boots gleamed in the sun, and a loose
ponytail held back her wavy dark brown hair.
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Emma loved watching the river creatures. Dragonflies zipped
over the water, and frogs peeked from the reeds. She sketched
a heron standing still as a statue, then a family of ducks
paddling by. Her hazel-brown eyes missed nothing, and faint
freckles crinkled when she smiled. Drawing animals made her
feel calm and happy. She always stayed quiet and far away, so
the animals would not be scared.
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One afternoon, Emma noticed something new near the water's
edge. A small brown head popped up, then disappeared. A
sleek otter with glossy fur and a lighter tan chest climbed onto
a rock. He balanced a smooth grey stone on his belly and
juggled it between his paws. Emma gasped with delight. She
quickly sketched the playful otter, keeping perfectly still. From
that day on, the otter visited her favorite spot almost every
afternoon.




Emma decided to name the otter Pebble, after the little stone
he loved to balance. She watched him from a respectful
distance, never moving closer than her flat rock. Pebble would
dive into the river and swim in graceful loops, then haul
himself out to munch on a small fish. Emma's pencil flew
across the page, capturing his tiny whiskers and round dark
eyes. She felt lucky to have such a special neighbor.

4




At first, Pebble was cautious around Emma. If she moved too
quickly, he would slip back into the water and vanish. So
Emma practiced being patient. She sat extra still and spoke in
a soft whisper. Slowly, Pebble grew used to her. He would tilt
his head and look at her with curious eyes. Emma learned that
friendship with wildlife takes time and quiet respect. She
never tried to touch him or feed him.
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One day, Emma arrived at the riverbank and gasped. Plastic
bottles and crumpled wrappers floated near the shore. A
tangle of fishing line snagged on a branch, and a soda can
bobbed in the water. Pebble sat on his rock, looking confused.
Emma felt a knot in her stomach. "This is your home," she
whispered. She knew she had to do something to help.
Pollution was threatening the river she loved.
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At school, Emma told her teacher, Ms. Hart, about the polluted
river. Ms. Hart pushed her round glasses up her nose, her
curly black hair bouncing as she nodded. "That's a wonderful
concern, Emma," she said, adjusting her olive-green field
jacket. "Let's plan a class cleanup project. We can make a real
difference together." Emma's heart swelled with hope. Ms.
Hart handed her a clipboard and a big smile.
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That afternoon, Emma found her friend Leo on the playground.
He wore his blue baseball cap backwards and his orange shirt
was already smudged with dirt. "Leo, want to help clean up the
river?" Emma asked. "We need to protect the otters and other
animals." Leo's face split into a gap-toothed grin. "Count me
in!" he cheered. "I'll ask everyone in class. We can make the
river sparkle again!"



The next morning, Ms. Hart gathered the class. She showed
pictures of river animals and explained how litter hurts them.
"We'll wear gloves and use bags," she said. "Never touch sharp
objects. And always work with a buddy." Leo waved his hand
eagerly. "I'll bring my wagon for the bags!" he shouted. Emma
nodded, her ponytail bouncing. Everyone cheered. The cleanup
would happen on Saturday morning, rain or shine.
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On Saturday, Emma pulled on her yellow rain boots and
grabbed her green satchel. She met her classmates at the
riverbank. Ms. Hart handed out gloves and bags, her whistle
hanging around her neck. Leo arrived pulling his red wagon,
already filled with extra supplies. "Let's go, team!" he called.
Emma looked for Pebble, but he was hiding. She hoped he
would understand they were there to help.
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The class worked all morning. They pulled bottles from the
reeds and scooped wrappers from the water. Emma found a
plastic bag tangled in roots and freed it gently. Leo's wagon
rattled as he hauled full bags to the recycling pile. Ms. Hart
walked among them, praising their hard work. "Great job,
everyone!" she said. "You're making the river healthy again."
Emma's arms were tired, but her heart felt light.
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As the sun climbed higher, Emma spotted Pebble peeking from
behind a rock. He watched the children with curious eyes.
Slowly, he swam closer, balancing his grey stone on his belly.
Emma held her breath. Pebble didn't flee. He seemed to know
they were helping. The other kids gasped with wonder. "He's
not scared!" Leo whispered. Emma smiled. Their hard work
was already making a difference for her little friend.
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After lunch, the class gathered for one final push. They
combed the riverbank from end to end. Emma found a lost toy
boat and set it aside. Leo discovered a shiny spoon and
laughed. By afternoon, the river sparkled in the sunlight. Ms.
Hart blew her whistle. "Time to celebrate!" she announced.
The children cheered and piled their bags together. Emma felt
proud of what they had accomplished together.
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The next afternoon, Emma returned to her flat rock. The river
looked clear and bright. Pebble swam right up to the shore,
closer than ever before. He rolled onto his back and balanced
his stone on his belly, showing off. Emma laughed softly. She
opened her sketchbook and drew him with quick, happy
strokes. Pebble seemed to trust her more now, and that trust
felt like a precious gift.
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Emma learned something important that spring. Being a good
friend to wildlife takes patience and care. You cannot rush
trust or force a wild creature to love you. You can only watch,
respect, and protect. Pebble was not a pet or a toy. He was a
wild otter with a home that needed guarding. Emma promised
herself she would always keep the river clean and safe for him
and all his animal neighbors.
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Weeks later, Emma sat on her rock, sketching Pebble as he
juggled his stone. The river flowed clear and clean, and
dragonflies danced over the water. Leo splashed nearby,
looking for frogs. Ms. Hart waved from the path, clipboard in
hand. Emma smiled, her freckles crinkling. She knew that
friendship with wildlife was a quiet, special thing. And she
would always be there to protect Pebble's home.
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