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Every spring, the village of Riverbend holds a festival of tiny

boats. Children build miniature boats from wood, cloth, and

string, then race them down the river. Grandpa Jo organizes

the festival each year. He teaches the children how to shape

hulls and tie sails. Everyone in Riverbend looks forward to this

cheerful day.
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Max is ten years old, with warm medium-brown skin and

tousled black hair. He wears a blue canvas jacket and carries a

small tool pouch on his belt. Max loves to invent things. This

year, he has a secret plan for the race. He shows his best

friend Lila a boat with tiny mechanical paddles hidden inside.

"It's a surprise," he whispers.
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Lila is nine, small and wiry, with springy black curls in two

puffs. She wears green overalls and orange rain boots. Her

eyes sparkle as she examines Max's boat. "Those paddles will

spin in the water!" she says. Max grins, his freckles crinkling.

He has worked on the boat for weeks, and now the festival is

about to begin.
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On festival morning, the riverside buzzes with excitement.

Children line up their boats on the grassy bank. Toby, the

reigning champion, holds his stopwatch and smirks. He is tall

and sturdy, with sandy-blond hair and round glasses. His boat

is sleek and red. "Ready to lose, Max?" Toby teases. Max just

smiles and holds his boat tight.
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Grandpa Jo stands by the water in his faded green sweater and

straw hat. He leans on his wooden walking stick. "Remember,"

he says, "the river is friendly, but it can be tricky. Watch the

current and help each other." The children nod. They place

their boats in the water. Grandpa Jo raises his arm. "On your

marks... get set... go!"
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The tiny boats surge forward. Max's boat whirs softly as its

secret paddles spin. It takes the lead! Lila cheers from the

bank. Toby's red boat is close behind. The current pushes the

boats along, and the children run along the bank, laughing and

shouting. The spring sun shines on the sparkling water.
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Suddenly, the current grows stronger. It swirls and pulls the

boats toward the middle of the river. Three small boats drift off

course, heading straight for the waterfall! Lila spots the

danger first. "Look out!" she shouts, pointing urgently. "The

current is taking them toward the falls!" The children gasp.

The waterfall roars in the distance.
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Max hears Lila's warning. He looks at his own boat, still ahead

in the race. Then he looks at the drifting boats. Without a

second thought, he turns and runs along the bank. "I'm going

after them!" he calls. He grabs a long branch and wades into

the shallow water. His red sneakers splash, but he doesn't

care. Helping comes first.
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Toby sees Max leaving the race. At first, he feels glad—now he

can win! But then he watches Max stretch out the branch to

guide a runaway boat to shore. Toby's stopwatch clicks in his

hand. He looks at the other children, who are watching Max

with wide eyes. Toby's cheeks flush. He knows what he must

do.
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"Come on!" Toby shouts. "Let's help!" He drops his stopwatch

and runs to the water's edge. Lila and the others follow. They

form a line along the bank, passing the rescued boats hand to

hand. Grandpa Jo wades in with his walking stick, gently

steering boats away from the current. Everyone works

together, and soon all the boats are safe.

10



Max pulls the last boat from the water. It is Toby's red boat, a

little wet but unharmed. Max hands it to Toby with a grin.

"Good race," Max says. Toby's eyes widen behind his glasses.

"You gave up winning to save our boats," Toby says. "That's

better than any trophy." The other children nod in agreement.
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Grandpa Jo gathers everyone around. "Today," he says, "we

saw something special. Max showed us that helping others is

the best kind of winning." The children cheer. Lila suggests,

"Let's make a new award!" Toby raises his hand. "For

teamwork and helping others," he says. Everyone agrees. They

call it the Helping Hands Award.
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That afternoon, Grandpa Jo presents the first Helping Hands

Award to Max. It is a small wooden plaque with a painted river

and a tiny boat. Max's cheeks turn pink. "I couldn't have done

it alone," he says. "We all helped." The children clap and

whistle. Toby pats Max on the back. "You're a true champion,"

he says.
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After the ceremony, the children run back to the river. They

place their boats in the water again, but this time they race

just for fun. Max's mechanical paddles spin, but he slows down

to let Lila's boat catch up. Everyone laughs and splashes. The

festival of tiny boats ends with happy shouts and wet shoes.
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As the sun sets, the children sit on the bank with Grandpa Jo.

"What did you learn today?" he asks. Lila speaks first. "That

winning isn't everything." Toby nods. "Teamwork makes the

race better." Max smiles. "And kindness is the best prize of

all." Grandpa Jo's crinkly eyes twinkle. "Well said," he says.
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From that year on, the Helping Hands Award is given at every

festival. Children still build miniature boats and race them

down the river. But now they also watch for chances to help.

Max's secret paddles are no longer a secret—he shares the

idea with anyone who wants to learn. And Riverbend's festival

of tiny boats grows kinder every spring.

16


