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The boy stood at the edge of the dock and pulled his yellow

rain jacket tight. Below him, the water was green and clear

and full of swaying shadows. He was eight years old, small and

wiry, with short wavy black hair and freckles across his nose.

In his satchel he carried a notebook and a stub of pencil. Today

he wanted to see something wonderful.
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Ranger Mira met him with a wide smile. She was tall and

sturdy, with a thick black braid and silver hoop earrings, and

her wide-brim sun hat shaded her warm hazel eyes. "Ready for

the kelp forest?" she asked. The boy nodded fast. "I have a

notebook," he said. "Good," said Mira. "Scientists write down

what they see."
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They rowed out in a little boat, and soon the boy saw it: a

whole forest under the water. Long brown kelp stalks rose

from the sea floor, waving like trees in the wind. Fish darted

between the leaves, and crabs picked their way along the

rocks below. "It's a real forest," the boy whispered. "It's home

for hundreds of ocean animals," said Mira.
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Mira stopped rowing and pointed. "Look there." A sea otter

floated on its back, sleek dark fur shining, its thick tail curled

up like a pillow. It held a spiky sea urchin on its chest and

turned it in its webbed paws. Then crack, crunch, it began to

eat. The boy leaned over the side and watched with round dark

eyes.
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"He's hungry," the boy said. "Very," said Mira, laughing. "Sea

otters eat lots of sea urchins every single day, because urchins

are crunchy and full of food." The otter rolled over once, then

went back to its snack. The boy pulled out his notebook. He

drew a quick picture of an otter holding an urchin like a tiny

round snack.
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Mira held out her binoculars. "Now look down, near the kelp

stalks." The boy looked. Sea urchins clung to the kelp, round

purple-black bodies with long thin spines. They moved slowly

on tiny tube feet. "They eat kelp," Mira said. "See how they

nibble? They graze it like sheep in a meadow." The boy wrote

KELP in big letters.
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Then he saw something odd. One stretch of the rocks was bare

and gray, with no kelp at all. "Why is that part empty?" he

asked. Mira nodded slowly. "Good question. Where there are

too many urchins, they eat and eat. They strip the kelp forest

bare. That empty place is called an urchin barren." The boy

stared at it, frowning.
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"So the urchins can eat everything?" asked the boy. "They

could," said Mira. "But something keeps them in check. Out

here, the sea otter is the hero." The boy looked at the floating

otter again, busy and playful, cracking open another urchin.

"One small animal protects all this?" he asked. "One small

animal," said Mira, "keeps the whole forest growing."
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The boy turned the pages of his notebook. He drew the kelp

first, as tall as trees. Then he drew the urchins, spiky and slow,

clinging to the stalks. Then he drew the otter, floating on its

back with a snack on its chest. "They're all connected," he

said. "I think," said Mira, "you're making a food web. That's

what scientists do."
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He added a fish, silver and quick, hiding in the kelp leaves. He

added a crab, scurrying on the rocks. He drew arrows between

them, showing who eats what. The kelp feeds the urchins. The

urchins feed the otter. The kelp gives shelter to the fish and

the crabs. His pencil raced across the page. "Every animal has

a job," he said.
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Mira laughed warmly. "That's exactly right." She tapped the

sea otter. "He keeps the urchins in check. Not too many

urchins means plenty of kelp. And plenty of kelp means shelter

for fish and crabs and all the ocean animals." The boy looked

at his model, and suddenly the whole kelp forest made sense.

Every piece depended on every other piece.

11



The otter stretched and dove, sleek and quick, then popped

back up and began to groom its fur. The boy smiled. "He

doesn't even know he's helping everybody," he said. "That's the

best kind of help," said Mira. "Quiet help. Steady help. Every

day, without even knowing it." The green water swayed and

shimmered all around them.
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Then the boy noticed a change in his drawing. "If the otter

left," he said slowly, "the urchins would grow and grow. They

would eat the kelp and leave an empty place like that one."

"True," said Mira. "So helping each other keeps the ocean

happy and healthy. Species depend on one another. That's the

secret of the kelp forest."
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On the boat ride home, the boy held his notebook open on his

knees. He added one more arrow, from himself to the ocean,

and wrote beside it: TAKE CARE. Mira saw it and nodded.

"Every choice we make matters," she said. The tide rocked the

little boat gently, and the boy tucked his pencil safely inside

his satchel.
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That evening, he taped his food web to the wall above his bed.

"Goodnight, kelp," he whispered. "Goodnight, urchins.

Goodnight, otter." He touched the otter drawing last. One

small, busy animal had shown him how the whole ocean holds

together. He closed his round dark eyes and smiled.
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And he dreamed of green swaying waters, where a sea otter

floated on its back with a spiky snack on its chest. Around it,

kelp grew tall and fish darted and crabs scurried, all helping

one another without even knowing. In the morning, he would

draw a new page. For now, the ocean and the boy slept well,

side by side, keeping each other happy.
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