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Carlos loved exploring.

Every morning, he laced up his favorite red boots, grabbed his backpack, and headed straight for the pond behind his house.

He loved the way the tall grass swayed in the breeze. He loved the sound of frogs singing their morning songs. He loved the way the water sparkled like a thousand tiny diamonds.

But most of all, Carlos loved discovering new things.
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One warm Tuesday morning, something was different.

Carlos knelt at the edge of the pond and leaned in close. The water rippled. Then it rippled again.

Two big green eyes blinked just above the surface.

Carlos tilted his head. "Hello?"

The eyes blinked again.
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Slowly, a long green snout rose above the water. Then a wide, toothy grin appeared.

"Hi," said the alligator in a warm, rumbly voice. "My name is Wally."

Carlos wasn't scared. He wasn't even surprised. He had always believed that if you were kind enough, anything could happen.

"I'm Carlos," he said with a big smile. "Do you want to be friends?"

Wally's eyes lit up like two green lanterns.

"I thought you'd never ask."
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From that day on, Carlos and Wally were inseparable.

They played hide-and-seek in the tall grass. Wally always won because he could hold perfectly still like a log.

They skipped stones across the pond. Carlos could skip three. Wally could skip seven — with his tail.

They told each other stories under the big oak tree. Wally's favorite was about a brave little fish who swam across the entire ocean. Carlos's favorite was about a boy who befriended a dragon.

"That one sounds familiar," Wally said with a wink.
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One Saturday, Carlos brought his friends from school to meet Wally.

"Everyone, this is my best friend Wally!" Carlos said proudly.

Wally rose from the pond with his biggest, friendliest smile.

But the children didn't smile back.

"An alligator?!" shouted Emma.

"He has so many teeth!" cried Jack.

"Run!" screamed Mia.

And just like that, they were gone.
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The pond was quiet.

Wally sank slowly back into the water until only his eyes were showing.

"It's okay, Carlos," he said softly. "I'm used to it."

But Carlos could see it wasn't okay. Wally's tail drooped beneath the water. His big green eyes looked down at the mud.

"People see my teeth," Wally whispered, "and they forget to see me."

Carlos sat at the edge of the pond and put his hand gently on Wally's snout.

"I see you, Wally. And I'm going to make sure everyone else does too."
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That night, Carlos couldn't sleep.

He stared at the ceiling. He stared at the wall. He stared at his favorite pair of red boots sitting by the door.

Then it hit him.

"If they could just see what Wally does — not what he looks like — everything would change."

Carlos grabbed his notebook and started writing.
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He scribbled and sketched until the stars faded and the sun started to rise.
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