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Maya bounced on her toes as she walked through the big glass
doors of the manatee center. Her yellow t-shirt was bright as
sunshine, and her red sneakers squeaked on the shiny floor. In
her satchel, she carried crayons and paper for drawing. Today
she would learn about manatees, the gentle giants of the
water.



Ms. Rosa, a friendly guide with silver-grey hair and glasses on
a beaded chain, welcomed Maya with a warm smile. Her khaki
ranger uniform had a shiny manatee badge. 'Ready to meet
some amazing animals?' she asked. Maya nodded so hard her
curly buns bounced. Ms. Rosa led her to a big tank where a
young manatee swam slowly.



The manatee was round and chubby, with grey wrinkled skin
and a whiskered snout. Ms. Rosa said his name was Pip. He
had small dark eyes and a paddle-shaped tail that moved
gently up and down. Pip floated close to the glass and wiggled
his snout at Maya. She giggled and waved. 'He's so gentle!"
she whispered.




Ms. Rosa showed Maya a poster of a manatee swimming in
warm springs. 'Manatees live in rivers and bays,' she said.
‘They eat sea grass and lettuce, and they can weigh as much
as a small car!' Maya's eyes grew wide. She pulled out her
paper and crayons and started drawing a round manatee with
a whiskery face.



Then Ms. Rosa's voice grew soft. 'Manatees can get hurt by
fast boats,' she said. 'Their backs get scratched by boat
propellers.' She showed Maya a picture of a manatee with
small scars. Maya's smile faded. 'That's terrible,' she said. 'Can
we help them?' Ms. Rosa nodded. 'That's why I'm here,' she
said.




Maya thought hard. She looked at her drawing of Pip and then
at the scarred manatee. 'I have an idea,' she said. 'l can make
a poster to tell everyone to slow down and watch for
manatees.' Ms. Rosa clapped her hands. 'What a wonderful
idea!' she said. 'A poster can remind people to be careful on
the water.'



Maya sat at a table and spread out her crayons. She drew a
big manatee with a gentle face and a little calf beside it. She
wrote in bright letters: 'SLOW DOWN FOR MANATEES!' She
added a picture of a boat going slowly and a big red heart. Her
yellow t-shirt was covered in crayon smudges, but she didn't
care.



Ms. Rosa looked at the poster. 'It's perfect!' she said. 'You've
shown exactly what we need: responsible boating protects
wildlife.' She gave Maya a big hug. 'Would you like to share
your poster with the community?' Maya's gap-toothed smile
stretched wide. 'Yes!' she said. 'l want everyone to know how
to keep manatees safe.'



That afternoon, Maya and Ms. Rosa walked to the marina.
Boats bobbed in the water, and the sun sparkled on the waves.
Maya held her poster carefully. She saw a tall man with a
white beard and a navy captain hat. He was busy tying ropes
on his boat. 'That's Captain Leo,' Ms. Rosa said. 'He's a good
friend of the manatees.'
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Maya ran up to Captain Leo. 'Excuse me,' she said. 'Would you
please slow down your boat for manatees?' Captain Leo looked
surprised. 'Slow down?' he said. 'I'm always in a hurry!' Maya
showed him her poster. 'Fast boats hurt manatees,' she said.
'‘But if you go slow, they can swim away safely.’
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Captain Leo looked at the poster. He saw the big manatee and
the little calf and the bright red heart. His busy face softened.
‘You know,' he said, 'l once saw a manatee with scars on its
back. I didn't know how it happened.' Maya nodded. 'It was
probably a fast boat,' she said. 'But we can help.'
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Captain Leo smiled. 'You're right, little one,' he said. 'T'll slow
down and watch for manatees. That's a promise.' He took a
small copy of Maya's poster and taped it to his boat's
dashboard. 'I'll tell all my friends, too,"' he said. Maya's heart
felt as big as a manatee. '"Thank you, Captain Leo!' she said.
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On the way home, Maya and Ms. Rosa stopped at the bay. They
saw a familiar grey snout poke out of the water. It was Pip! He
swam slowly, his paddle-shaped tail swishing gently. Maya
waved. 'Look, Ms. Rosa! Pip is safe!' she said. Ms. Rosa smiled.
'‘Because people like you care,' she said. 'That's what
responsible boating does.'
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Maya shared her poster with the whole community. She hung
copies at the marina, the library, and the grocery store. People
stopped to read it. Some said, 'I'll slow down!' Others said,
‘What a great poster!' Captain Leo told everyone how Maya's
poster reminded him to be careful. Maya felt proud and happy.
Her small idea was making a big difference.
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Ms. Rosa gave Maya a special badge that said 'Manatee
Friend.' Maya wore it on her yellow t-shirt every day. She kept
drawing pictures of manatees and telling her friends about
them. 'Remember,' she said, 'slow boats keep manatees safe.'
Her gap-toothed smile showed how happy she was to help. She
knew that even a kid could make the water safer for wildlife.
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Maya learned that manatees are gentle and amazing. She
learned that fast boats can hurt them. But most of all, she
learned that one person—even a girl with crayons and a big
idea—can make a difference. Her poster reminded everyone to
slow down and watch for manatees. And because of her, the
manatees in the bay swam safely, with happy hearts and gentle
smiles.
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