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Dedication

This book is dedicated to curious children everywhere who dream of exploring new places and trying new things. It is for every young reader who has ever wondered what lies beyond the places they know best. 

May Jack’s adventure remind you that exciting discoveries often begin with a single brave step.

Introduction

Far beyond the busy streets and crowded neighborhoods, there is a quiet swamp near Cortland where an alligator named Jack lives. Most days are peaceful, full of swimming, relaxing, and talking with animal friends. But Jack has always been curious about one special place, the beach. 

He has heard wonderful stories about crashing waves, sandy shores, colorful kites, and exciting adventures. When summer finally arrives after a long, chilly season, Jack decides it is time to see the beach for himself. This is the story of one unforgettable day filled with the adventure of a lifetime.
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Chapter 1: The Swamp Gator


[image: ]


Jack the alligator lived in a swamp near Cortland. The swamp covered a large area with water, reeds, tall grass, and muddy banks. Many animals called it home. Jack knew every part of the swamp and spent many days exploring its winding paths.

Most animals liked Jack. He had a kind heart and enjoyed helping others. When young turtles lost their way, Jack showed them where to go. 

When a family of ducks searched for a safe place to rest, Jack pointed them toward a quiet patch of water. He shared stories, listened to problems, and made friends with animals of all sizes.

A group of hippos lived in a large section of the swamp. They often gathered near a deep pool where the water stayed cool. Jack visited them often. 

The hippos enjoyed telling jokes and sharing stories from places beyond the swamp. Their laughter carried across the water and brought smiles to many animals nearby.

One hippo named Henry had become one of Jack’s closest friends. Henry loved adventure stories. Whenever travelers camped near the swamp, Henry listened from a distance and remembered every detail. Later, he shared those tales with Jack and the others.

“Another group arrived near the north bank,” Henry said during one warm day. “They talked about beaches again.”

“A beach?” Jack asked. “What did they say?”

Henry settled into the water and began his tale.

“They spoke about endless sand, rolling waves, colorful umbrellas, and games near the shore. They said children build giant sandcastles there.”

Jack listened with great interest. Stories about beaches always captured his attention. He had never seen one with his own eyes, but he knew many details from the tales he had heard through the years.

The swamp stood several miles from the coast. For most animals, that distance felt enormous. Many had never left the swamp. Some had no desire to travel. They enjoyed their home and preferred familiar surroundings.

Jack felt different.

The beach seemed like a place from another world. Each story painted a picture of excitement and wonder. 

He imagined soft sand stretching across the shore, waves rolling toward land, and seashells scattered across the ground like treasures waiting to be found.

Birds often added even more details.

Every year, several seabirds stopped near the swamp during their travels. They rested, gathered food, and shared news from distant places. Jack never missed a chance to speak with them.

A seagull named Sam visited during many summers. Sam loved talking and never ran out of stories.

“The beach has crabs running across the sand,” Sam explained during one visit. “You can find shells of every shape. Some look like fans. Some look like tiny horns. Some have stripes.”

Jack asked question after question.

“What do the waves sound like?”

“They crash against the shore,” Sam answered.

“How large are they?”

“Some stand taller than a grown animal.”

“What animals live there?”

“Sea turtles, crabs, fish, dolphins, and many others.”

Each answer made Jack more curious.

As seasons passed, his dream grew stronger. He wanted to see the beach for himself. He wanted to hear the waves. He wanted to touch the sand. He wanted to meet the creatures who lived near the ocean.

There was one problem.

The weather near Cortland changed a great deal throughout the year. During the cold months, travel became difficult. Chilly air settled over the swamp. Ice formed along parts of the water. Many animals stayed close to home and waited for warmer days.

Jack disliked those cold months.

He spent long periods resting near sheltered areas of the swamp. Some days felt endless. He watched clouds move across the sky and counted the weeks until warmth returned.

When animals gathered to talk, beach stories often helped pass the time.

One evening, a family of campers arrived near the swamp. Their voices carried through the air. Jack listened from a hidden spot among tall reeds.

The campers spoke about swimming, surfing, treasure hunts, and beach festivals. They described bright kites floating above the shore. They talked about frozen treats sold from colorful stands. They laughed about sand sticking to their feet.

Jack paid attention to every word.

After the campers left, he spent hours thinking about their stories. His dream seemed larger than ever.

Days turned into weeks. Weeks turned into months.

At last, signs of summer began to appear.

Flowers opened across the swamp. Birds returned from distant places. Warm air replaced the cold weather that had covered the region for so long.

Animals across the swamp welcomed the change.

Frogs croaked from the water’s edge. Fish darted through clear pools. Ducks guided their ducklings across quiet sections of the swamp. Everywhere Jack looked, signs of summer appeared.

The season brought new energy to everyone.

Jack visited Henry one afternoon near the hippos’ favorite pool.

“Summer has arrived,” Henry said with a smile.

“It has,” Jack agreed.

“Have you decided what adventure comes next?”

Jack paused.

For years, he had talked about visiting the beach. For years, he had collected stories from birds, campers, and travelers. For years, he had wondered what waited beyond the swamp.

Perhaps the time had come.

“I keep thinking about the beach,” Jack said.

Henry laughed.

“You always think about the beach.”

“This feels different.”

“How so?”

Jack looked across the water.

“The weather is warm. The days are perfect for travel. The beach is not far away. I have spent years talking about it. Maybe it is time to stop talking and start going.”

Henry’s smile grew.

“I was hoping you would say that.”

“Of course. Every great adventure begins with a first step.”

Those words stayed with Jack for the rest of the day.

As he moved through the swamp, he noticed details he often overlooked. Dragonflies zipped above the water. Birds crossed the sky. Small fish darted between reeds. Everything seemed full of life.

Many animals greeted him along the way.

A turtle asked about his plans for summer.

A duck asked whether he would attend the next swamp gathering.

A frog invited him to a singing contest planned for the following week.

Jack answered each question, but his thoughts kept returning to the same idea.

The beach.

That evening, several animals gathered near a large pool. Stories filled the air. Laughter echoed across the swamp. The hippos told jokes. The birds shared travel tales.

Before long, the conversation turned toward favorite places.

One bird described a forest.

A turtle described a lake.

Sam the seagull described the coast.

Jack listened with great interest.

“The beach never feels the same twice,” Sam said. “Each visit brings something new. You might discover a shell unlike any you have seen before. You might meet new friends. You might find an adventure waiting around the next dune.”

Jack was excited. The beach sounded even more wonderful than he had imagined.

When the gathering ended, he returned to his favorite resting spot near the water. The swamp felt peaceful. 

Jack thought about everything he had heard through the years.

He remembered stories from campers, birds, and friends.

All those tales pointed toward one place.

The beach.

At last, he reached a decision.

He would not spend another summer wondering what the beach looked like.

He would not spend another year listening to stories without creating one of his own.

Tomorrow, he would begin his journey.
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Chapter 2: The Walk to the Beach
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Jack closed his eyes with thoughts of adventure on his mind. Not long after, he woke and sat up near his favorite spot in the swamp. Most animals rested, and most people in nearby neighborhoods slept in their beds.

This was the chance Jack had planned for.

He stretched his legs, took a deep breath, and looked toward the direction of the beach. The journey would not take him across the entire state, but it would carry him through places where people lived. That part worried him.

Jack knew that many people became nervous when they saw an alligator. He did not want anyone to panic. He did not want children to run away or parents to call for help. His goal was simple. Reach the beach, enjoy the adventure, and return home with stories to share.

With that plan in mind, he left the swamp and entered a path with thick bushes.

Tall plants formed a green wall around him. Their leaves hid much of his body from view. Jack moved at a steady pace, watching where he placed each foot. Small birds fluttered from branch to branch overhead.

Before long, the swamp disappeared behind him.

A forest stood ahead. Jack entered the wooded area and followed a narrow animal path. Squirrels chased each other from tree to tree. A woodpecker tapped on a trunk somewhere in the distance.

Everything seemed peaceful.

Then a loud barking sound broke the silence.

“Woof! Woof! Woof!”

Jack stopped.

The barking came from ahead.

He moved toward a cluster of bushes and looked through a gap in the leaves. A neighborhood sat beyond the forest. Several houses lined a street. Near one yard stood a large brown dog.

The dog barked again.

Jack ducked back into the bushes.

“That dog has sharp ears,” he said.

The barking grew louder.

Jack searched for a place to hide. A small garden shed stood near the edge of a yard. He moved across a patch of grass and slipped behind the shed.

The dog ran toward the fence.

“Woof! Woof!”

Jack stayed quiet.

After a short time, the dog lost interest. A squirrel darted across the yard, and the dog chased after it instead.

Jack released a breath.

“That was close,” he said.

Once the barking faded, he continued his trip.

The neighborhood presented a new challenge. Open streets stretched in several directions. Jack wanted to avoid them whenever possible. Bushes, fences, and rows of plants offered safer routes.

He followed a line of shrubs behind several houses.

Children’s toys sat in some yards. Garden decorations stood in others. Jack found the sights interesting. He had heard stories about neighborhoods but had never spent time near one.

A bright patch of flowers appeared ahead.

Jack stopped and admired the garden.

Red flowers stood beside yellow flowers. Purple flowers mixed with orange ones. Someone had spent a great deal of time caring for the plants.

The shortest path passed straight through the garden.

Jack frowned.

“I
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