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Maya tugged on her grandmother's hand as they walked

through the big wooden gate of the animal sanctuary. Her

yellow rain boots squelched in the mud, and her canvas tote

bag bumped against her hip. Inside the bag were three carrots

for the animals. Maya's curly black hair bounced, and her red

hair clip sparkled in the sun. She could not wait to see

everything.
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A tall woman with silver-streaked auburn hair came over. She

wore a green work shirt and a tool belt with a curry comb

tucked inside. "Welcome! I'm Hannah," she said with a warm

smile. "I take care of the animals here." Maya looked around at

the goats, ducks, and a big grey-brown animal with long ears.

"What's that?" Maya asked, pointing.
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"That's Clover, our rescue mule," Hannah said. "She came here

scared and hungry. Now she's safe, but she's still shy." Maya

frowned. "Mules are stubborn, right?" she said. "My uncle says

so." Hannah shook her head. "Not stubborn—just careful.

Every animal has its own needs. Clover needs to feel safe

before she trusts anyone."
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Maya walked closer to the fence. Clover stood quietly, her long

ears with dark tips swiveling toward every sound. She had a

white blaze on her muzzle and calm amber eyes. A blue halter

with a brass name tag was on her head, and a red lead rope

hung down. Clover looked at Maya and took a step back.

"She's nervous," Hannah said softly.

4



"Can I pet her?" Maya asked, already reaching out her hand.

Hannah gently caught her arm. "Let's not rush. First, let's

watch her. See how her ears move? That tells us how she

feels." Maya watched. Clover's ears flicked back and forth.

"She's listening to everything," Maya said. "Yes," said Hannah.

"She's checking if we're safe."
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Hannah gave Maya a small handful of hay. "Hold it flat, and

stand still," she said. "Let Clover come to you." Maya held out

her hand. Clover stretched her neck, sniffed, and took a step

forward. Her soft nose tickled Maya's palm. Maya giggled.

"She's eating it!" she whispered. "Good girl, Clover." Clover's

ears relaxed a little.
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"Now let's try brushing," Hannah said, handing Maya the curry

comb. "Use soft, round circles. Mules love gentle care." Maya

brushed Clover's grey-brown coat with slow, gentle strokes.

Clover's eyes half-closed. "She likes it!" Maya said. "She's

leaning into it," Hannah laughed. "That means she's happy.

You're doing great." Clover let out a soft, contented sigh.
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Next, Hannah showed Maya Clover's food. "Clover needs

special food," she said. "Her tummy is sensitive, so she eats

grass hay and a little grain. Not too much sugar." Maya looked

at her tote bag. "I brought carrots," she said. "Can she have

one?" Hannah nodded. "One small carrot is a nice treat. But

only one."
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Maya broke the carrot into pieces and held one out. Clover

crunched it happily. Then Hannah brought out a big red ball

with treats hidden inside. "This is enrichment," she said. "It's a

fun game that keeps her mind busy." Clover nudged the ball

with her nose, and a treat fell out. She gobbled it up. "She

loves it!" Maya laughed.
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Maya wanted to stay all day, but her grandmother called.

"Time to go, Maya." Maya waved goodbye to Clover. "I'll come

back tomorrow!" she promised. On the way home, Maya

thought about Clover's soft nose and gentle eyes. She couldn't

wait to see her new friend again.
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The next day, Maya arrived with a plan. She moved slowly and

talked softly. "Hello, Clover," she said. "I have a special treat

for you." She held out a piece of apple. Clover's ears perked

up. She walked over and took the apple gently. Maya smiled.

"You remembered me!" she whispered. Clover blinked her long

lashes.

11



Maya brushed Clover's coat until it shone. Then she made a

puzzle toy: a cardboard box with hay and carrot pieces inside.

Clover pushed it with her nose, and it tipped over. Treats

spilled out! Clover snorted with joy. "You're so smart," Maya

said. Hannah watched and nodded. "You're learning that

gentle care and patience work best."
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One afternoon, a loud truck rumbled past. Clover startled and

backed away, her ears flat. Maya stayed calm. "It's okay,

Clover," she said softly. She stood still and waited. Slowly,

Clover came back. Maya gave her a gentle pat. "You're safe,"

she said. Hannah smiled. "You helped her feel safe. That's true

friendship."
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Weeks passed, and Maya visited Clover every day. She learned

Clover's favorite brush, her favorite treats, and the games she

loved best. Clover learned Maya's voice and her gentle hands.

They became true friends. Maya didn't think mules were

stubborn anymore. She knew that understanding an animal's

needs was the best way to show friendship.
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Maya made a book about Clover. She drew pictures of Clover's

blue halter, her white blaze, and her long ears. She wrote:

"Every animal has individual needs. Clover needs soft

brushing, special food, and fun games. When I give her those

things, she trusts me." Hannah hung the book in the barn for

everyone to read.
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Now Maya volunteers at the sanctuary every weekend. She

greets Clover with a soft voice and a pocket full of carrot

pieces. Clover's ears perk up when she hears Maya's yellow

boots squelch in the mud. They are happy together. Maya

knows that gentle care, patience, and understanding make a

happy home for every animal.
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