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On a bright, cold morning, Pip the penguin waddled along the

icy shore. He was small and round, with a sleek black back and

a soft grey fluffy head. His big round eyes looked everywhere

at once. Pip was the most curious chick on the whole beach.

He loved to poke his little orange beak into every crack and

corner.
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Pip stopped beside a pile of smooth stones. Something pale

and shiny was tucked between them. It was a spiral shell,

curled like a tiny staircase. Pip picked it up in his flippers and

turned it over. On the shell were dark, squiggly marks. They

looked like little trails in the snow.
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Pip tilted his head. What could the marks mean? They were

not pebbles, and they were not scratches. Each squiggle had a

shape, and each shape was different. Pip pressed the shell to

his ear, but he only heard the sea. "I must find out," he said.

His curious heart went tap, tap, tap.
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Pip waddled to the middle of the beach, holding the shell high.

"Does anyone know what these marks are?" he called. Two

small krill peeked out, then hid again. A sleepy seal rolled over

and yawned. Nobody seemed to know. Pip looked at the

squiggles and frowned. He did not want to give up.
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Just then, a soft whoosh of wings passed overhead. A seagull

landed nearby and folded her grey wings with black tips. Her

head and chest were white as snow, and her beak was bright

yellow. "Hello," she said. "I am Gull. You look puzzled, little

penguin. What have you found?"
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Pip held out the shell. "There are marks on it," he said.

"Strange ones. I think they mean something, but I do not know

what." Gull stepped closer on her orange legs and peered

down. Her small dark eyes grew wide. "Oh," she said softly.

"These are not just marks. These look like writing."
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"Writing?" said Pip. "What is writing?" Gull perched close

beside him on a flat rock. "It is a way to put words down so

someone far away can read them," she said. "I have seen

writing on signs near the harbor. Letters make words, and

words make messages." Pip's round eyes went wide. A

message, right there in his flippers!
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Gull pointed with her yellow beak. "Look closely," she said.

"This squiggle curls like a wave. That one has three little

points, like a star. And this one is a straight line with a dot."

Pip leaned in until his beak almost touched the shell. The

marks were tiny, but they were neat and careful. Someone had

made them on purpose.
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"Can we read it together?" asked Pip. "We can try," said Gull.

"First, we look at every mark. Then we say the sounds out

loud. Then we put the sounds together like puzzle pieces." Pip

nodded so fast his fluffy head wobbled. He liked puzzles. He

liked them even more when a friend helped him solve them.
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They worked side by side as the sun climbed higher. Gull

called out each shape, and Pip repeated the sound. Some

marks were easy, and some were tricky. Pip tapped his tiny

orange feet when he got one right. "This is fun!" he chirped. "It

is like a game," said Gull, "but a game that teaches you

something."
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Then Gull stopped and looked at the whole shell at once. Her

eyes shone. "Pip," she said, "I think I have it. Listen." She read

the message slowly and clearly. "Hello, little friend. I watched

you from far away. Keep asking questions. Keep looking

closely. Your curious heart is a treasure." Pip gasped.
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"Who would send that?" whispered Pip. Gull smiled and ruffled

her white chest. "Someone who knows you," she said. Pip

closed his eyes and thought. Suddenly he remembered an old

friend, a tall penguin with a bright yellow patch around his

neck. Before he swam far away, he always said, "Never stop

wondering, Pip."
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Pip hugged the shell to his round belly. "He remembered me,"

he said happily. "He sent me a message across all that water!"

Gull nodded. "And you found it," she said, "because you were

curious enough to pick it up and brave enough to ask for help."

Pip wiggled with joy. His tiny feet did a happy little dance on

the rock.
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"Thank you, Gull," said Pip. "I could not have read it alone."

Gull tipped her yellow beak. "You did the hard part," she said.

"You asked. Asking is how we learn." Together they looked out

at the wide blue sea. Somewhere far away, a friend with a

yellow neck patch was swimming and smiling, and Pip smiled

right back.
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That evening, Pip showed the shell to every penguin on the

beach. He told them how the squiggles became sounds and the

sounds became words. "Curiosity is a treasure," he said

proudly. His big round eyes sparkled. "And friends help us

understand the world." The other chicks gathered close to

listen, and Pip felt warm inside.
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Pip kept the shell beside his snowy nest. Every morning he

looked at the marks and remembered the faraway friend. He

promised himself he would always stay curious. If something

puzzled him, he would ask. If he did not know, he would learn.

And whenever he did, his little heart went tap, tap, tap with

happiness.
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