
BY SUSAN HUGHES
ILLUSTRATED BY GÉRALDINE CHARETTE 

Finding a Home
FEATURING NAYA™

24







by

Susan Hughes

N A Y A ™

FINDING A HOME

Illustrated by Géraldine Charette 

Maison Battat Inc. Publisher

An      book



 Our Generation® Books is a registered trademark of Maison Battat Inc.
 Text copyright © 2017 by Susan Hughes
 Characters portrayed in this book are fictitious. Any references to historical 
 events, real people, or real locales are used fictitiously. Other names, 
 characters, places, and incidents are products of the author’s imagination, 
 and any resemblance to actual events or locales or persons, living or dead, 
 is entirely coincidental.
 All rights reserved, including the right of reproduction in whole or in part 
 in any form.
 ISBN: 978-0-6928257-9-2 
 Printed in China



   Thank you to the Battat  

   editorial team for their help  

   in creating this book, especially 

   editor Joanne Burke Casey and  

   designers Sandy Jacinto and  

   Loredana Ramacieri. 



Read more about Our Generation® books and dolls online:
www.ogdolls.com

Read all the adventures in the 
Our Generation® Book Series

One Smart Cookie
featuring Hally™

Blizzard on Moose Mountain
featuring Katelyn™

Stars in Your Eyes
featuring Sydney Lee™

The Note in the Piano
featuring Mary Lyn™

The Mystery of the
Vanishing Coin
featuring Eva®

Adventures at Shelby Stables
featuring Lily Anna® 

The Sweet Shoppe Mystery
featuring Jenny™ 

The Jumpstart Squad
featuring Juliet™ 

The Dress in the Window
featuring Audrey-Ann® 

The Jukebox Babysitters
featuring Ashley-Rose®

In the Limelight
featuring Evelyn®

The Most Fantabulous 
Pajama Party Ever
featuring Willow™

Magic Under the Stars
featuring Shannon™

The Circus and the  
Secret Code
featuring Alice™ 

A Song from My Heart
featuring Layla™

Home Away from Home
featuring Ginger™

The Curious Castle
featuring Reese™

Stuck in the Middle 
of Knowhere
featuring Coral™ 

A Garden Where 
Friendship Grows
featuring Nahla™

A Fair Share at the Diner
featuring Isa™ & Noa™

The Incredible  
Ice Cream Project
featuring Lorelei™

Party Plans Go Pop!
featuring Sia™ & Sabina™

The Vacation of Hidden Charms
featuring Dedra™ & Denelle™

Finding a Home
featuring Naya™



Chapter One Wild & Unpredictable    Page   9 

Chapter Two A Helping Hand  Page 17

Chapter Three Walking with Gramps   Page 26

Chapter Four I Miss You, Kikou  Page 35

Chapter Five Going to the Zoo, Zoo, Zoo   Page 41

Chapter Six Email to Dad  Page 47

Chapter Seven No Idea Is a Bad Idea  Page 55

Chapter Eight Up Close & Personal  Page 61

Chapter Nine Popping the Balloon  Page 65

Chapter Ten Surprise!  Page 71

Chapter Eleven  First Day of School  Page 75

Chapter Twelve Home Sweet Home   Page 82  

EXTRA! EXTRA! READ ALL ABOUT IT!
Big words, wacky words, powerful words, funny words…

what do they all mean? They are marked with this symbol *. 
Look them up in the Glossary at the end of this book.

7

CONTENTS

The Circus and the  
Secret Code
featuring Alice™ 

A Song from My Heart
featuring Layla™

Home Away from Home
featuring Ginger™

The Curious Castle
featuring Reese™

Stuck in the Middle 
of Knowhere
featuring Coral™ 

A Garden Where 
Friendship Grows
featuring Nahla™

A Fair Share at the Diner
featuring Isa™ & Noa™

The Incredible  
Ice Cream Project
featuring Lorelei™

Party Plans Go Pop!
featuring Sia™ & Sabina™

The Vacation of Hidden Charms
featuring Dedra™ & Denelle™

Finding a Home
featuring Naya™





I threw open my bedroom window on the 
upper floor of our house and breathed in the 
beautiful warm air.  

“Hello, world!” I cried happily. I gazed out 
at the landscape around my home. Beyond our 
yard, the South African savanna* stretched into 
the distance until it met the gentle hills. The endless 
yellow grasses, the tall baobab* trees and acacia* 
trees scattered here and there…

I couldn’t see them, but I knew which 
animals would be moving across the land. Several 
herds of zebras might be over there in the east, 
already grazing* in their favorite spots. The giraffes 
might be there, too, stretching their long necks up 
to eat the leaves from the tops of the acacia trees. 

And maybe the elephants were already 
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Chapter One
WILD & UNPREDICTABLE



enjoying a mud bath at the edge of the waterhole! 
I grinned. I loved my home so much. I 

couldn’t imagine living anywhere else in my whole 
life…. 

“Naya?” said Mom. “Are you coming?
I took a deep breath and nodded. Then I 

followed Mom into the Silver Shells Elementary 
School, in San Diego, on the coast of California, in 
the United States, in North America—and a long, 
long way from South Africa.

Sure, most kids would be nervous walking 
into their new school, especially if they’d just moved 
not only to a new city, but to a new continent. And 
even if it was the last week of school and they were 
just here to register for starting school in August. 

But I was more than nervous. I was scared. 
I’d never been to school before. I’d been 

homeschooled* all my life. The thought of sitting 
in class, at a desk, and only seeing the trees and 
grass through a closed window all day long made 
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me unhappy. 
And the thought of being surrounded by 

other kids…. 
When Mom and I sat down with the 

principal, Ms. Cardinal, she actually seemed really 
nice. She smiled as Mom talked about how she and 
Dad had met. 

“I was born in California,” Mom explained. 
“But after I graduated from veterinarian school*, I 
traveled throughout Africa. It had always been my 
dream to see the amazing wildlife there firsthand.” 

Mom looked at me and grinned, because this 
was something she and I shared, an enormous love 
for wild animals.

“I decided to volunteer on a wildlife reserve* 
in South Africa and gain some medical experience 
with the wild animals. While I was there, I met 
Lewis, a photojournalist* from San Diego, who 
was working in South Africa,” Mom said. 

“When he and Mom met, they fell in love 
and got married,” I added. I always liked this 
romantic part! “And about nine years ago, they 
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had me!”
Ms. Cardinal smiled. “And now you’ve all 

moved here, to San Diego!”
“We want to be closer to Lewis’s father, who 

is getting a bit older,” said Mom. “We missed not 
seeing him very much for so many years! He lives 
in a seniors’ community right along the beach, 
quite close to our new house and veterinary clinic.”

Mom explained that she was taking over the 
clinic from an old friend of hers, a veterinarian, 
who was retiring and moving away. 

I had to speak up here because I love talking 
about animals. “Now Mom looks after domestic 
and exotic animals: dogs, cats, snakes, hamsters 
and rabbits.” I smiled. “We also have a wildlife 
rehabilitation center*, almost like back home…”

Knock, knock.
The school secretary poked her head in. “If 

you want Naya to meet some of the children in 
her next year’s class, you need to go now, Ms. 
Cardinal,” she said, pointing to the clock on the 
wall. “It’s almost lunchtime.”
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As the three of us hurried down the hallway, 
I got worried again. Kids stared out at me from 
several classrooms. You see, I wasn’t sure I knew 
how to get along with other children. 

I’d met kids in South Africa, of course—
but not too many. I never really had a chance 
to make friends with any of them. My parents 
homeschooled me because our wildlife reserve was 
too far from town for me to go to school there, so 
I never met any friends that way. 

Not that I minded. I loved living on the 
reserve. I did some studying from books at home. 
But I did most of my learning outdoors, out on the 
savanna. 

That’s where Mom taught me how to respect 
animals and how to care for those that were sick 
and injured. That’s also where I learned from 
another important teacher, my best friend, Bandile. 
He is one of the gamekeepers* on the reserve. 

Bandile and I got along really well because 
we both loved animals so much! We’d drive 
through the reserve in the jeep, and he’d teach me 
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about everything. The lions, giraffes, wildebeests* 
and antelope. The birds and insects. The trees, 
water and weather. He taught me to stay quiet and 
watch and listen. He even taught me to speak his 
own first language, Tsonga! 

“This is Naya,” said Ms. Cardinal. She stood 
at the front of a classroom, waving me in. “She’ll 
be joining many of you next year, in fourth grade.”

I stepped through the door, and everyone 
stared at me of course. It was so embarrassing. 

The teacher told me his name. He said some 
other things to me, too, but I can’t really remember. 
It was a blur. Then finally, Ms. Cardinal said, “See 
you in September,” and I could leave.

But as we were walking down the hallway 
to the exit doors, the lunch bell rang. All the kids 
began pouring out of their classrooms. It was like 
being in the middle of a stampede* of wildebeests! 
I thought we might be trampled! And the noise 
was crazy loud!

I admit, I grabbed at Mom’s hand, and 
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everyone looking at me probably thought I acted 
like a baby. 

I’d never felt so uncomfortable in my 
whole life. These kids seemed wilder and more 
unpredictable* than any animals I’d ever been 
around! 

Oh, why did we have to move here? I 
thought. I just want to go back to my real home, 
South Africa.  



While Mom made us sandwiches for lunch, 
I tried to cheer myself up by playing with our pets. 
Yes, we have two cats, a rabbit and a dog, and 
these guys are actually one reason that moving to 
California hasn’t been so bad. (Did I mention that 
I love animals?)

I patted the black cat, named Chicco, and 
then the long-haired cat, named Micky. Next I fed 
Nibbles, the rabbit, a carrot. And then I played for 
a while with Tally. He is a very handsome poodle-
and-Australian shepherd dog mix. 

The pets had come to the clinic when they 
were sick or injured—and their owners had never 
returned to pick them up! Which sounds sad, 
except they had the best life at the clinic. Everyone 
who came in gave them lots of love, so they were 
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Chapter Two
A HELPING HAND
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very happy in their new home. 
In fact, Mom’s friend, the previous owner of 

the clinic, decided they would be happier staying 
with our family when she moved away and 
couldn’t take them with her.

When I arrived a week or so ago, I didn’t 
even know we’d have pets. Mom had wanted it to 
be a surprise. 

Mom moved here two months ago, ahead of 
Dad and me. She got the house set up and began 
her role as owner and vet at the clinic and wildlife 
center while Dad and I packed up our home in 
South Africa. Then Dad and I flew over together. 

But we’d only been here a day or so when 
Dad had to leave. Again. Off on a photo assignment 
in Asia for a magazine. 

Dad felt bad to be leaving so soon. I wished 
he could have stayed longer, too, but I know it’s his 
job. The life of a photojournalist is unpredictable 
and he has to go whenever he’s asked. 

While Dad’s away, he always keeps in touch. 
He writes the best emails! And whenever he can, 
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he tries to video-chat with Mom and me. In fact, 
even though we’re not actually together in person 
too often, I think Dad and I might spend more 
time communicating with each other than most 
other kids and their dads! 

Anyway, Dad never misses showing up for 
the really important things, and he’s promised to 
go to school with me on my first day this autumn. 
I’m sure I can count on him to turn up. 

School. I sighed and said to Tally, “If only 
the first day of school could never arrive….” 

“So, I have to hurry back to the clinic now,” 
said Mom, after we’d eaten lunch. “Want to come 
along and help out?”

Of course I agreed! 
OK—this is another thing I like about 

having moved here. Being able to lend a hand with 
the animals.

As we explained to Ms. Cardinal, our animal 
center has three parts: the veterinary clinic; a pet 
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grooming area; and the wildlife rehabilitation 
center and sanctuary*. So Mom needs lots of 
assistance to keep it all running. 

Donna is the receptionist/vet assistant/office 
manager who helps Mom with the vet clinic. 

Nico works in the grooming area. That’s 
where people bring their dogs to be bathed and 
groomed and have their nails cut. 

Students from a local veterinary school come 
and help us at the rehabilitation sanctuary. There 
are also quite a few animal-loving volunteers who 
help out. 

But Mom lets me do a lot, too. I get to help 
feed and water any animal patients who have to 
stay at the clinic overnight. And I help keep the 
dogs calm when they’re being groomed. 

Today, Nico needed an assistant. A little 
cocker spaniel, named Poppy, is always nervous 
when she comes in to be bathed. So after Nico 
snapped the safety leash onto Poppy’s collar and 
began to shampoo her coat, my job was to speak 
to the dog quietly, calming her. 
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Then Donna asked me to refill the water 
bottles of the animals boarding at the veterinary 
clinic: a rabbit, a chinchilla*, three dogs, a cat and 
a bearded dragon*. 

She also asked me if I would check in on the 
ball python. 

“Sure!” I said, happily. I know all about ball 
pythons because they live in certain parts of Africa 
and I learned about them there. The snake is small 
and a bit shy. It looks like it might be venomous*, 
but it’s not. 

But even if it were, I’m not really afraid 
of any animals. Animals need to be treated with 
respect and they don’t usually want to hurt anyone, 
especially not people. They only hurt other animals 
when they’re hungry or afraid. 

At the rehabilitation center, I’m not supposed 
to get too close to the wild animals, but I’m allowed 
to help prepare their food and clean their empty 
enclosures.

“The python just needs its water changed,” 
Donna told me.
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A ball python needs fresh water every day 
when it’s in captivity*. It likes water in a big bowl 
so it can climb in and soak! 

I was disappointed when I got to the snake’s 
container. It was asleep. So I changed its water, but 
I didn’t get to see its beautiful golden eyes. 

Now I had time to visit my favorite part of 
the center, the wildlife rehabilitation sanctuary. 
This is where wildlife officers or people like hikers, 
drivers or farmers bring wild animals if they find 
them hurt or sick. Mom and her team help them 
recover. 

Usually they only stay here a short time, and 
then can be released back into the wild. But not 
always. Sometimes the animals don’t get completely 
better. They can’t go back to their original habitat*. 
We send them to other sanctuaries where they live 
for the rest of their lives.

I wished I could peek in at the animals that 
had arrived here in the last week. But I couldn’t. 
These newcomers need frequent care, so we keep 
them in small covered crates in the clinic. 
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Helpers feed them, water them, or care for 
them, but they touch them as little as possible. 
It’s stressful* for the animals and too much stress 
makes them take longer to heal or get well. 

Also, we don’t want the wild animals to 
get used to people while they’re here. If they stay 
wary* of us, they’ll survive* better when they 
return to the wild. 

I climbed up to the top floor of the sanctuary 
building. There’s an observation room up there 
with big windows and high-powered* binoculars. 
I looked down into the outdoor enclosures below. 
That’s where we keep the larger animals that are 
“on the mend,” the ones we hope can be released 
when they are completely recovered. 

I looked into each of the separate enclosures. 
“Hello, opossums and squirrels,” I said. “Hello, 
rabbits and raccoon.” 

I could also see the three coyotes, the wolf, 
the two deer and the turkey vulture. 

I sighed. I wished I could do more to help 
them. It’s so sad to see these animals here when 
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they should be in their own wild habitats, living 
freely. 

“I wish we could all go back home,” I 
whispered sadly. 
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So, OK, there’s one other good thing about 
living here. My grandfather had visited us many 
times at home—I mean, in South Africa—when 
I was very little. Now, I’d be able to spend more 
time with him.

We’d tried to video-chat with Gramps before 
we moved here but only a few times. He didn’t 
seem too comfortable using computers. He did 
write us lots of letters though, and I wrote back, 
and so now I feel like we know each other pretty 
well. 

Gramps seems to really love animals, just 
like I do. And since we’ve moved here, he’s come 
over to see us almost every day.  

I wish Dad could spend as much time with 
us, I found myself thinking. But then I reminded 

Chapter Three
WALKING WITH GRAMPS
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myself that I had just received another email from 
Dad that morning and that we were going to 
video-chat tomorrow. I knew he was doing his best 
to stay in touch.

Now, I hurried into the house, put Tally 
on the leash, and grabbed my camera and my art 
journal. 

My art journal is like a scrapbook, but I don’t 
just jot notes and my impressions of things in it. I 
also draw animals, cartoons and pretty doodles. I 
glue things in it, too: pictures and articles that I clip 
from magazines and lots of my own photos. 

I love taking photos, just like my dad. I 
might even want to be a photographer like him 
when I’m older, but I can’t quite decide. I also might 
want to be a vet, like Mom, maybe specializing* 
in marine* animals.

Which is actually one other good thing—is 
that number four?—about moving to San Diego: 
the chance to see all the marine wildlife here. 

Gramps was waiting for me at the front gate, 
binoculars around his neck. He had walked over 
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from the retirement community, which is really 
close by. 

“Hey there, Naya!” he called. He patted 
Tally’s head and then my head, too, which made 
me smile. “How about another walk along the 
pier* today, oh my granddaughter?”

“Sure, oh my grandfather!” I replied. 
When we got to the pier, we stood there for 

a while, looking out at the ocean and trying to spot 
whales. Then Gramps asked, “How was your visit 
to your new school this morning?” 

I didn’t know if I should be truthful, in case 
he thought I was silly. But he is my dad’s dad, after 
all, so I decided to be honest. Just like I’d be with 
Dad, if he were here.

“Not so good, Gramps,” I confessed*. “All 
the kids stared at me. And it’s so noisy there. And 
I’m not sure I can sit at a desk all day. And what if 
the kids don’t like me? I don’t really know how to 
get along with other kids very well.” 

I went on and on, about why I felt more 
comfortable with wild animals than with actual 
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children.
 Gramps didn’t look horrified. And the best 
thing was, he didn’t try to give me advice or say, 
“Don’t worry, it will be alright.” He just listened 
and nodded now and again. That was what Dad 
would have done. It made me happy that I’d 
confided* in him.
 No whales today, so we headed over to 
another beach, and wow! We saw sea lions, 
dozens of them. Some were swimming in the ocean 
and others were sunning on the beach. It was so 
exciting! 
 There’s only one type of seal on the coast of 
South Africa—the South African fur seal—and I’ve 
seen them many times, but I’ve never seen a sea 
lion before, and here was a whole group of them! 
 “There are many types of sea creatures living 
in this habitat,” explained Gramps. “Everything, 
wild or not, has a home.”
 I took lots of photos of the sea lions and 
sketched them, too. 
 It was great. Gramps wasn’t in a hurry. He 
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made me feel like we had all the time in the world. 
I took more photos and even made some notes. 
Watching me, Gramps grinned. “You’re just like 
your dad, Naya,” he said, “always wanting to 
make a record of what you see!” 

We talked more about Dad as we headed 
home. 

“Your mom tells me that your dad is on a big 
assignment in a remote location in Indonesia,” 
Gramps said. “She says he won’t be back until the 
end of the summer.” 

“But we can send him email messages, 
Gramps,” I said. “And he emails back as often as 
he can.”

“Emailing makes me a bit nervous. I’m not 
too good at it,” Gramps said. He looked a bit sad. 

“I’ll email Dad tonight and tell him that you 
and I were at the beach together and that we saw 
sea lions,” I promised Gramps. “And I’ll tell him 
that you’re planning on taking me to the San Diego 
Zoo soon. It’ll be my very first visit.” 

I guess we both really miss not having my 
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dad around. But somehow, today, being with 
Gramps seemed to make me feel a little less lonely 
for Dad.

Soon after I said goodbye to Gramps at our 
gate, and fed and watered Tally, Mom poked her 
head in the door. 

“Naya, come quickly!” she called. “A new 
baby animal has just arrived at the rehabilitation 
center. It’s a Sierra Nevada red fox. They’re 
endangered, which means there are very few of 
them left in all of North America. In fact, no one 
in our center has even seen one before.”

I was so excited! I hurried out after Mom. 
“These foxes live up in the mountains, and 

not anywhere near the city,” she continued. “A 
hiker found the “kit,” which is what we call a baby 
fox, all alone. It looked like she’d been there alone 
for some time.” 

“Poor little thing,” I said, as we entered the 
rehabilitation clinic. 
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“The hiker realized the fox needed help, so 
she notified a wildlife officer, who brought her 
here,” said Mom. She lowered her voice as we 
entered the examining room. “Sarah, one of the 
volunteer vets, is examining her now.”

Oh my goodness! Sarah was holding a tiny 
little creature. I gasped. She was so sweet. She had 
red fur all along her back and head, a white chest
and black stockings. She had a pointy nose and 
two pointy ears. 

Oh, you sweet little thing, I thought. You 
must be missing your home and your parents so 
much! 

Sarah gave the fox one last look-over. Then 
she gently placed her into a crate and covered the 
crate with a towel. 

“She’s a bit dehydrated* and she could be 
a little bit sick as well,” Sarah told us, after we’d 
left the room. “I’ve given her some fluids* and 
nutrients*. We’ll continue this over the next few 
days, and then she should be fine.”

Sarah smiled at me. “Hopefully by the time 
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your school starts, Naya, we’ll be able to return 
the baby to her own family. But maybe in the 
meantime you could try to think of a name for the 
kit.” 

“OK,” I said. “I’d love to!”
Sarah wanted my help to think of a name for 

the baby fox—and maybe there were other ways I 
could help, too.

We’ve just got to get her home, I thought. 
We’ve just got to!
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That night, Mom and I sent an email to 
Dad, like I told Gramps I would. I told him about 
everything that happened today.

Afterwards, Mom let me do some online 
research about the Sierra Nevada red fox. I learned 
that it’s probably the most endangered mammal in 
all of North America. One reason is that it lives in 
a very small habitat—two small mountain ranges 
in California—and this habitat is shrinking. 

Loggers and wildfires have removed many 
trees. Recreational activities in those mountains are 
changing the habitat and driving away the foxes. 

Then Mom reminded me it was 9 p.m., time 
for us to video-chat with Bandile, our friend in 
Africa. 

There’s a time difference between here and 

Chapter Four
I MISS YOU, KIKOU
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South Africa. When it’s nine o’clock at night here 
in California, it’s six o’ clock in the morning there. 
Everyone on the wildlife reserve gets up at dawn, 
so it’s a perfect time for Bandile to talk. 

Bandile had video-chatted with Mom and 
me twice since we arrived a few weeks ago and we 
had agreed to talk again tonight. It was so good to 
see his face, even long-distance! 

Today he took his laptop computer outside 
to show me the compound*, the baobab and 
acacia trees and all the flowers. It was great to see 
some of the other staff, too. 

But best of all was seeing Kikou, my pet 
South African bush baby*. 

“Kikou, hello!” I cried. “I miss you, Kikou!” 
Kikou was orphaned when she was only a 

few weeks old. A local woman had brought her to 
the reserve and Mom had managed to save her life. 
But when Mom tried to return her to the wild, it 
wasn’t possible. Kikou had come to depend on us 
too much. So she became a pet at the reserve.

Everyone loved her, but I knew I was 
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Kikou’s favorite! She always came to me when she 
saw me and rode around on my shoulder. I was 
so sad to leave her behind when we moved, but 
bush babies aren’t allowed here in California. Plus, 
I understood that it was best for Kikou to stay at 
home in the environment she was used to. 

“Bandile, guess what happened today?” I 
asked. I explained all about the Sierra Nevada red 
fox kit, and I told him I’m naming her Sierra. Sierra 
is Spanish for “jagged mountain range.” It would 
remind us of Sierra’s true home in California’s 
mountains. 

“It makes me so sad to see her here, without 
her family,” I said.

“I’m confident you’ll help Sierra get back 
where she belongs, Naya,” he told me. 

I updated Bandile on all the animals in our 
rehabilitation center. Then he updated me on all 
the animals on the reserve, especially the new lion 
cubs living on the savanna with their mom. 

“Did you know there are also lions here in 
California?” I asked Bandile. I wasn’t sure if he’d 
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notice the funny look on my face.
“In the zoo, perhaps,” he responded.
“No, there are lions in the sea—sea lions!” I 

told him, with a laugh. 
He laughed, too. Of course he knew all about 

sea lions, but it was fun to tell him I’d seen them 
with my own eyes this week with Gramps. 

It was sad to say goodbye to Bandile, Kikou 
and my South African home. 

Later, as Mom tucked me into bed, I sighed. 
“I’m not sure if I’ll ever get used to living 

here,” I said. 
“You’re young and you’ll adapt*,” Mom 

assured me, with a kiss. “I’m sure you’ll grow to 
love it here.”

But would I? I wondered. Would this place 
ever feel like home? 

I thought about it for a long time. I decided I 
had to try harder. Maybe I needed to stop thinking 
about myself and instead think about the animals 
here, the ones whose habitats were shrinking.

And maybe I needed to get other people to 
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start thinking about them, too. I just had to come 
up with the perfect plan to make this happen!
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Two days later, Mom, Gramps and I visited 
the San Diego Zoo. And yes, this zoo is another 
good thing about moving to California. I’d heard 
so many amazing things about it. 

We spent a fun day exploring. I took photos 
of every animal I saw and I also made sketches in 
my art journal. 

First, we saw the Northern animals. Our 
favorites? The polar bear and the Arctic fox.

Next we checked out the Outback* section. 
I loved seeing the kangaroos! Finally we visited the 
Asia section. I loved the pandas best, and Mom 
and Gramps loved the sun bears*. 

Then, disaster! 
While Mom was asking Gramps if he was 

ready to go home, I overheard* a boy and girl 

Chapter Five
GOING TO THE ZOO, ZOO, ZOO
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talking about penguins. 
“I wonder what section of the zoo the 

penguins are in,” said the boy. He looked about 
my age, nine years old, and the girl, who looked 
kind of like him, was older, maybe twelve or so. 

“Well,” said the girl, “since penguins are only 
at the North Pole, they must be in the Northern 
section. Obviously.” 

“But this map doesn’t list penguins in the 
Northern section,” said the boy, quite sensibly.

“Well, where else would they be?” the girl 
said, her hands on her hips. “What other section 
has ice and snow?”

Before I realized it, I was chiming in. “Excuse 
me,” I said. “Penguins don’t only live at the North 
Pole. I used to live in South Africa and there were 
penguins there. They’re called African penguins.”

They both looked surprised. But the girl 
frowned. “No way,” she said.

“African penguins are one of the few species 
of penguin that isn’t found in a cold environment,” 
I went on. “They live on the coast of South Africa 
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and on some islands nearby.”
 The girl continued frowning. “But how 
could any penguins possibly survive in such hot 
temperatures?” 
 “They spend most of their time in the ocean, 
feeding. And that keeps them cool,” I explained, 
although her reaction* was making me regret* I’d 
said anything. “And they have a special built-in 
cooling system that keeps them cool as well.” 
 “Yeah, right,” said the girl. “You’re making 
this all up.”
 I shrugged, trying not to show that she was 
hurting my feelings. “No, I’m not. Really. Check 
out the ones here at the zoo,” I suggested. “You’ll 
also see that African penguins are an endangered 
species.”
 The girl actually made a face at me, but the 
boy looked at me carefully. 
 “I’m Alan, and this is my sister, Pamela,” 
he said. “I think you came into my classroom the 
other day. You’re Naya, and you’re new, right?” 
 I nodded, but then Alan’s parents called to 
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him and his sister.
“Bye, Naya,” he said, and then they were 

gone.  
I was so relieved that I didn’t have to talk to 

them anymore. Why had I even spoken to them in 
the first place? I guess because they were talking 
about animals and it’s something I care about. I 
wish I hadn’t said anything at all. 

Now Alan was probably thinking I invent 
things about animals, when the opposite is true! 
What if he thinks I’m a liar, and I have to face him 
all next year in class? 

“Naya!” Mom called. “Gramps is a bit tired 
but…”

“But I won’t go home until you two take me 
to see your South African animals,” said Gramps, 
getting to his feet.

I grinned. “Of course, Gramps. We’d love 
to!”

It was great to see the lions, giraffes and 
elephants in the Africa section, and—sure enough—
African penguins, too. I snapped fun photos of 
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them swimming.
Gramps marveled* at them all and it was 

wonderful. But it did make me feel a bit homesick.  
Later that evening, Mom agreed that we 

could go and peek in at the red fox kit, just to see 
how she was doing. 

When we lifted the cover, we saw the fox kit 
all curled up, sound asleep. I whispered a special 
good night to her.

“I really hope we can return Sierra to her 
natural habitat,” I told Mom, as she tucked me 
into my own bed. “I feel sorry that she’s so far 
from her home.”

“We’ll do our best,” Mom said. “It’s 
especially important to try to help endangered 
species, but of course all species are important on 
Earth. From insects to birds to animals, and all the 
places where they live, their special habitats….”

Mom was right. I still hadn’t come up with 
a plan of action yet, but I wasn’t giving up. Not on 
something this important. I knew if I kept thinking 
about it, I’d come up with something soon. 
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Dear Dad,
 I miss you, and I hope you’re well. Mom and I are 
both OK. Well, Mom is, anyway. I’m still nervous about 
school starting. 
 The good news is that the Sierra Nevada red fox 
kit has been here for almost a week and she’s getting 
stronger every day. Sarah asked me to name her, and 
guess what? I named her Sierra! 
 But Dad, did you know that it isn’t only animals 
in Africa and their habitats that need to be protected? 
There are animals and habitats here in the United States 
that need protection, too! 
 But I have a great idea! Listen to what happened 
today…

Chapter Six
EMAIL TO DAD
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In my long email to Dad, I told him about 
the grandmother, mom, and three kids who came 
by here this morning and asked if they could see 
the animals in the rehabilitation center. Usually 
Laura, who works in the center, has to tell people 
who want to tour the center that she’s too busy. 

But Mom had just hired an additional 
helper, Eduardo, last week, so Laura actually did 
have some time for them. 

Mom said she didn’t want the animals to be 
exposed* to too many people. But she agreed that 
Laura could take the visitors up on the observation 
floor to see the animals from there. 

And Dad, Laura asked me if I wanted to go, 
too, and I said yes. When we got to the observation 
floor, Laura told the family about some of the newer 
animals that we’re caring for inside the center, such as 
the baby red fox. One of the boys, Ethan, looked really 
worried as he listened. 

Then Laura pointed out all the animals in the 
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outside enclosures: the opossums, the raccoon, the 
rabbits, the coyotes and the deer. 

Two of the kids were especially excited. They 
looked through the binoculars to get a really close 
look. Laura started telling them interesting facts about 
each animal.

But Ethan just kept standing there, with a 
worried expression. I felt so sorry for him, but I 
thought I might know what he was thinking about. 
Dad, you won’t believe it, but I got up my courage and 
asked him if he was OK. 

He said he had lots more questions about what 
will happen to Sierra. And he asked if she will ever be 
able to go back to the mountains. 

Dad, I didn’t even feel shy talking to him because 
he was so concerned about the kit. I told him some 
facts about Sierra Nevada red foxes and how we were 
trying to help Sierra. I wished I had a photo so I could 
show him how cute she is close up. 
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I told Dad that I began telling Ethan a bit 
about Kikou, just to make him smile. Ethan started 
asking me questions about South Africa. And, 
before I knew it, the whole family was gathered 
around listening and I was talking to them about 
my life on the wildlife reserve in South Africa. 

I explained to Dad that, after the family left, 
Laura thanked me for helping her. She said she 
thought they really learned a lot from both us. 

Then suddenly, I got the best idea! I knew Mom 
would be at our house eating lunch, so I burst into the 
kitchen, surprising her. I told her that I’d thought of 
something we could do to help the Sierra Nevada red 
fox and other endangered animals in California. And 
to help protect their habitats.

I suggested we do tours of the sanctuary from 
the observation room. We could teach people about 
all the animals here—and talk to them about why 
animals are so important to the Earth and how we 
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have to protect them and their habitats.

I continued to write to Dad, recalling what 
Mom had said. “Lots of people have phoned us to 
ask for a tour. A few even asked if they could bring 
their children’s birthday party groups here.” Mom 
sipped her tea. “We’ve been too busy…”

“But now Eduardo is here, and Laura is 
happy to do some tours, and I can help, too!” I 
said. 

Mom looked at me carefully. “Are you sure 
you want to do that, Naya? It means talking to lots 
of children.”

I paused. “Well,  I don’t really feel that
comfortable with the kids,” I admitted, “but it’s 
the only thing I can think of to do to try to make a 
difference. And maybe I can take photos of Sierra 
and show them to people and they won’t be able to 
not care about her and the other animals!”

Dad, I told her I’d think of ways to let as many 
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people as possible know about the tours. 
Mom said OK! And so that’s what my plan is for 

the summer. Give tours and advertise them. Teach 
people about animals and their habitats. 

I hope you think it’s a good idea, too, Dad. And 
that you don’t mind this long email. Oh, and Mom’s 
helping me attach some of the photos I took this week 
so you can have a look!

Also, I miss you, Dad. 
Love, Naya

Mom and I sent the email and right away I 
felt better after pouring my heart out* to Dad! 

Dad must have been at his computer right 
when I sent the email, because a short time later 
he replied back with an email just as long as 
mine. He described some of the animals he was 
photographing and he even sent along some of 
the photos he had taken that day. Best of all, he 
thought my idea about giving tours was terrific 
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and he told me he missed me, too. 
I’m pretty sure I fell asleep with a smile on 

my face.
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The very next morning, I asked Mom to 
drop Tally and me off at Gramps’ place. I wanted 
to explain my idea to him about giving tours so 
I could raise awareness of endangered animals in 
California. I was sure he’d want to help. 

As soon as I saw Gramps, I started filling 
him in on my plan.

“And Mom said I could take some photos 
of Sierra and the other animals. I’m going to 
create displays about them so people can see them 
and their activities more closely,” I concluded 
breathlessly.

“Excellent!” said Gramps, who had listened 
carefully while he patted Tally. 

“Gramps, would you want to…well, help 
me out?” I asked. “I’m trying to think of ways to 

Chapter Seven
NO IDEA IS A BAD IDEA
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get even more people to come and visit. I’m just 
not sure how to spread the word.”

“You bet!” he said, enthusiastically. 
So while we walked together back to the 

center, the two of us brainstormed. We each said 
anything that came into our minds, no matter 
how wild or dumb it might sound. The rule of 
brainstorming is that no idea is a bad idea. 

When we had a bunch of ideas, we talked 
about the pros and cons* of each one. Then we 
decided on three good plans. 

First, we wouldn’t just focus on telling 
people about the importance of saving the animals 
and their habitats here in California. We’d also tell 
them about South African habitats and the animals 
such as lions and elephants that depend on them.

“You’ve just come from South Africa,” said 
Gramps, “and you’re practically an expert on 
many of the animals there!”

Second, I would create displays, but I’d 
make some about endangered animals here at the 
sanctuary and their habitats and also some about 
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South African animals and their habitats. 
Third, Gramps would create an online poster 

using my photos of the animals. He’d send it out to 
the local papers to help attract people to my tours.

“But I thought you were nervous about even 
using email,” I reminded Gramps gently.  

“Well, this is important,” he said. “So I 
need to brace myself—and learn more about 
technology. You’ll see. I’m going to become a 
computer wizard!” 

Gramps and I worked hard for hours. Then, 
at three o’clock, it was time for us to video-chat 
with Bandile. Gramps and Bandile had met in 
person when Gramps visited South Africa, but that 
had been quite a few years ago.

It was late in South Africa, but Bandile 
answered as planned. He was happy to see me and 
to see Gramps again. He even introduced Gramps 
to Kikou! I told Bandile about how much Gramps 
was helping me and I described our exciting plans. 
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 “Different animals have different needs,” 
Bandile said. “One habitat is not the same as 
another one. And if some habitats are lost, animals 
are sure to be lost as well.”
 “The world will suffer. It needs diversity,” 
said Gramps.
 “Exactly,” agreed Bandile. “And the more 
people that know this, the better. I have great 
confidence that Naya can spread this lesson.”
 It made me very happy. The three of us—all 
part of one team, understanding and agreeing with 
one another so easily!  
 Bandile was eager to tour our center. So 
Gramps and I took the laptop computer out to the 
sanctuary and used it to show Bandile around. 
 First, we went up to the observation floor. 
We showed Bandile the view of the outdoor 
enclosures. Even without using binoculars, he 
could see the deer and the coyotes!  
 Then we headed down to the clinic. I’d 
arranged this with Mom ahead of time. “We have 
a special surprise for you, Bandile,” I told him. 
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“But we have to be very quiet!”
Carefully, Gramps and I carried the laptop 

into one of the clinic care rooms and stood behind 
the screen. 

Sarah was feeding Sierra. We stood very still 
and watched, holding the computer so Bandile 
could watch as well. 

First, the little fox enjoyed a bowl of milk. 
She gobbled up some meat that Sarah offered her. 
Then, when she squirmed and wiggled, Sarah put 
her down in the large playpen area. Sierra tumbled 
and played for a while, exploring and sniffing at 
the space. 

Soon Sierra became tired. Sarah scooped her 
up, put her back in her crate, and covered it. 

“Goodbye for now, Sierra,” I whispered. 
“Thank you for introducing me to your little 

fox,” Bandile said to Gramps and me, before we 
all said goodbye. “I really hope she gets big and 
strong enough to go home.”
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 The next weeks just zoomed by! I was really 
busy preparing the display posters. And I was also 
giving tours with Laura. Gramps’ advertising was 
paying off*. The wildlife center was getting more 
tour bookings that we’d ever imagined.
 At first I mainly stood in the back and let 
Laura lead the tours. But after a few tours, I began 
to speak up a little more. When it was time for 
questions, Laura would direct* some of them to 
me. 
 I was OK talking with the adults, as usual, 
and I was starting to feel a little more comfortable 
with kids. I felt like I was beginning to figure 
them out. Just like I’d done with the animals on 
the game reserve, I was learning about them by 
observing them.  

Chapter Eight
UP CLOSE & PERSONAL
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Before long, Gramps and I came up with 
another idea. Mom’s vet clinic and sanctuary 
already had a website, so I asked her if I could 
make a video to link to the website. It would show 
people footage* of the animals being rehabilitated. 

Mom agreed. I spent two full days filming 
all the animals. I loved it! Mom allowed me to get 
right up close to the enclosures, staying quiet and 
still. I was able to film the animals eating, drinking, 
sleeping and moving around the enclosures. 

She even let me film Sierra. I loved that best 
of all!

Gramps was doing so well on the computer. 
He figured out how to link the videos to the 
website. He also set up a computer system on the 
observation floor. When people came for tours 
and the animals were resting or not easy to spot, 
visitors could still get to know them. 

It was especially fun to watch how people 
reacted as they looked at the photos and video 
of Sierra. They really seemed to enjoy seeing 
her up close and personal this way. Even the shy 
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kids had lots of questions for us. Usually Laura 
asked me to answer them. She said kids connected 
more to me because I was their age. 

Oh, and even though I was so busy with all 
the animals, I also set aside time to work on my art 
journal. 

Gramps and I continued to video-chat with 
Bandile every week. We wanted to keep him 
updated on our project. 

Plus, I sent Dad lots of emails, and I even 
helped Gramps send some, too. He caught on right 
away. 

“I don’t know why I was nervous about 
trying this computer thing-y. It really is very 
useful!” Gramps said, which made Mom and I 
grin. 

And Gramps was happy when Dad began to 
send emails back to him, too. Gramps and I both  
really missed Dad a lot. But it was so nice to have 
each other!  
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 Suddenly it was August. I couldn’t believe it. 
There was only one week left before school. 
 And what would happen when school  
began? I’d be in class all day and wouldn’t have 
nearly as much time to guide the tours. I was 
worried about letting the animals down. 
 I was also worried about Sierra. Sarah said 
that in a few more days she’d be able to decide 
whether she could return Sierra to her family 
in the wild or not. What if she wasn’t healthy 
enough? What if she had become too dependent 
on humans—on us—to survive in the wild? I told 
myself that worrying wouldn’t help, but it was 
difficult not to.
 And anyway, that morning I had to get 
ready to help out with a birthday party tour.  

Chapter Nine
POPPING THE BALLOON



I was chatting with Gramps ten minutes 
before the tour was supposed to begin, when 
Laura came hurrying up.

“I’m sorry, Naya, but there’s a change of 
plan. An animal just arrived that I have to attend 
to right away,” she told me. “I can’t lead the tour 
and there aren’t any extra volunteers available. I 
think we’ll have to cancel.”

“Oh, no,” I said. I was sorry that we’d miss 
the chance to teach all these kids about protecting 
wildlife habitats. 

Then Gramps spoke up. “Naya, why don’t 
you lead the tour and I’ll be your back-up person. 
Would that be OK, Laura?” 

“That would be great,” Laura said, “as long 
as Naya is OK with it.” 

I hesitated for a moment. Birthday party 
groups are a big challenge for me, even with Laura 
as leader! But Gramps was giving me a thumbs-up 
and it was so important to spread our message.

“OK, we’ll do it,” I agreed.
But about two seconds later, after Laura had 
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gone and ten kids crowded into the center, my 
heart sank. 
 There was the girl I’d seen at the zoo. 
Pamela! The one who had argued with me about 
the penguins. And there was her brother, Alan, 
too. 
 Oh no! I thought, as I realized it was 
Pamela’s birthday. I’m going to be the tour guide 
for Pamela’s birthday party! 
 For a moment, I thought about throwing in 
the towel*. I’d just say I changed my mind. Or that 
I didn’t feel well.
 But no. Gramps would try to give the tour 
on his own and that wouldn’t be fair to him. 
 I’d just have to be brave. I’d just have to do 
my best.
 Then Alan came up to me, smiling, and said, 
“Hey, what are you doing here?” 
 And his parents came to greet me, too. “Is it 
time to begin?” they asked.
 So I took a deep breath and began.
 “Hello everyone,” I said to the whole group. 
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“I’m Naya, and I’m going to be your guide to the 
rehabilitation center today. This is my grandfather, 
and he will be helping out as well.”

Of course, Pamela took one look at me 
and made a pouting face. “She’s just a kid,” she 
complained. “We need a proper guide for my 
birthday party tour.”

I hesitated. I felt like running away and 
hiding. But Gramps gave me another thumbs-
up and Alan gave me an encouraging smile. So I 
decided to ignore Pamela. 

“Please follow me,” I said, trying to sound 
professional. I led the group up to the observation 
floor and began our presentation. 

I talked to the kids about all the animals we 
had here. I invited them to look at the displays and 
to look down into the enclosures. I showed them 
how to use the binoculars. All the kids seemed 
interested and I was able to answer most of their 
questions.

We were almost done, and everything had 
gone quite well. I began to wrap up by explaining 
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how important it is for all of us to be more aware 
of what is happening to animal habitats, and how 
making a difference can all begin with one small 
step.

Pamela’s parents were talking with Gramps 
on the other side of the room.

“I hate to pop your balloon, Naya,” Pamela 
said, just loudly enough so all her friends could 
hear, “but it would take more than you could ever 
do to make a big difference.” 

I know she just said it to make me feel bad. I 
know I should have told her she was wrong. 

But all her friends giggled and I sort of froze. 
Alan rushed over and tried to apologize for his 
sister, but I blushed, and all I could think of to 
say was, “That’s the end of the tour everyone. My 
grandfather will show you back downstairs.” 

As I hurried away, I couldn’t help thinking, 
Maybe she’s right. Maybe nothing I’m doing will 
actually make a difference. I felt really discouraged.
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I woke up the next morning, four days 
before school was starting, and the very first thing 
I thought about was Pamela. 

I’d been feeling a little more confident about 
being with other kids. And like maybe school 
would be OK. I’d been thinking that maybe the 
work Gramps, Laura and I were doing could help 
our world. 

Then, Pamela had ruined it. 
I got up and headed down to breakfast, 

feeling grumpy and sad. 
“Naya! Surprise!”
Dad was there! Dad was standing right 

there, beside Mom and Gramps. I couldn’t believe 
it. I ran into his open arms and we hugged for a 
long time. 

Chapter Ten
SURPRISE!
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  “I’ve missed you, your mom and my dad 
so much,” Dad said. “I read all your emails, 
Naya. I’m sorry I’ve been away all summer, but 
I told you I’d be here for your first day of school,  
and here I am! I wouldn’t miss that for anything.  
 “It’s a special moment in your life,” Dad 
continued. “I thought I’d come home a few days 
early, just so you wouldn’t worry.”
 I knew I could always count on my dad. It 
was so good to see him. I think I might have even 
cried a little, but mostly I was smiling. 
 “And guess what?” Dad said. He had a 
funny look on his face. “I have two pieces of good 
news. The first is that I got a long-term contract 
with my magazine to focus on assignments about 
the California coast, so I won’t be traveling so far 
from home anymore!”
 “Oh, Dad, that’s wonderful!” I said. 
 “And, the second piece of news is that 
my first assignment is…to photograph our new 
wildlife sanctuary!” Dad said. “That’s all because 
of you, Naya.” 
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“Me? What do you mean?” I asked. 
Dad grinned. “I told my editor about 

everything you’re doing, and she thought this 
would make an amazing story! That if more 
people read about how you’re trying to help raise 
awareness about habitat loss, your efforts will 
inspire them to take action.”

“For example, it might inspire readers to 
fight for changing laws so more animals and 
habitats are protected,” said Mom. 

“Exactly,” said Dad. “So, Naya, they want 
to run the article in their very next issue. And they 
want me to take some photos and write up the 
story!” 

“Fantastic, Dad!” I cried. “How soon can 
we start?” 

Dad put down his toast and coffee—and 
picked up his camera. “How about right now?” 
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Dad, Gramps, and I were so busy preparing 
for the article that the next few days zipped past. 
I was so happy to have Dad home that I didn’t 
even think about school. But then, of course, it did 
arrive—the first day. 

One good thing was that both Mom and 
Dad walked with me to school. Maybe the other 
kids thought I was acting like a kindergartner, but 
I didn’t care. It helped me to have them there.

I had to go to the office first and meet again 
with Ms. Cardinal, the principal. But this was not 
a good thing. Because by the time she took me 
to my new classroom, all the other students were 
already there. 

My new teacher, Mr. Santini, stopped talking 
to the class and greeted me. He assigned a seat to 

FIRST DAY OF SCHOOL

Chapter Eleven
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me, and then we spent a few minutes getting me 
settled. For a minute, I thought it might not be so 
bad.

But then he said to the class, “Naya has 
moved to San Diego from South Africa.” He 
turned to me. “Why don’t you stand up and tell 
the class a little about yourself, Naya?” 

Here it was: my worst nightmare. I could feel 
myself blushing. Some kids started giggling. 

I started talking, but I was stumbling over 
my words and feeling really nervous. Then a boy 
started waving his hand around. 

“Naya!” he called out. “Can I ask a 
question?”

Oh no, it was Alan. Now I was even more 
embarrassed. The last time I’d seen him, I’d been 
running away from his sister’s birthday party tour.

So I said OK, and Alan smiled again. “Could 
you tell us about where you lived in South Africa? 
And about the elephants and lions on your wildlife 
reserve?”

I remembered it was the question he’d heard 
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me answer at the sanctuary during the birthday 
party tour. He must’ve noticed then that everyone 
in the group had quieted down and had been 
interested in hearing my responses. 

Alan was trying to help me! He was hoping 
the same thing would happen here.

And it did! All the kids whispered excitedly, 
“Wildlife reserve? Elephants and lions?” And then 
they waited quietly for me to answer.

I began explaining what my parents did 
in South Africa, and what it was like living on a 
wildlife reserve, riding out on the savanna in the 
jeep with Bandile to check on the animals. 

One girl put up her hand and asked a 
question. And then another boy did. And soon I 
was describing what giraffes eat, and how we know 
that elephants have such good memories, and why 
lions hunt together in groups. I explained why it’s 
so important that their habitat is preserved.

Mr. Santini kept nodding, allowing students 
to ask as many questions as they wanted. Alan 
smiled at me encouragingly.
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I’d brought along a photo that I’d taken of 
Kikou, and I showed it to the class and explained 
the story of the little bush baby. I also explained 
about our wildlife sanctuary here in San Diego 
and our tours, and our pets, including Tally. And 
I talked about Sierra, too. I even told them how 
much I love taking photos of animals.

Finally Mr. Santini stood up, laughing. “OK, 
everyone. This is fascinating, and Naya has taught 
us a lot today. But we need to turn our attention to 
some other topics now.” 

He smiled at me. “Naya, can you bring in 
your photos of Sierra and show them to us later 
this week? And we’d like to hear more about your 
concerns for animal habitats, too.” 

When I finally sat down again, I felt so much 
better. 

A bit later, we went out for recess. I hurried 
straight over to thank Alan for his help. We didn’t 
get to talk much because some other kids from our 
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class crowded around, wanting to find out more 
about South Africa, bush babies, Sierra and other 
cool things.  

And the rest of the school day? Let’s just say it 
was a lot better than I thought it would be! Maybe 
I’d learned something about how to get along with 
other kids from doing all those presentations and 
tours. 

When the last bell rang, Mr. Santini insisted 
we walk down the hallway quietly and in a line. 
There were no wildebeests stampeding! 

However, as I looked for Gramps in the 
schoolyard, my heart sank. Maybe the day wasn’t 
going to end up being OK after all. Pamela was 
there, and she was heading right for me.

“Naya!” she called, loudly.
I thought about trying to slip back into the 

school, but then I told myself, no, be brave this 
time. I wasn’t going to let her say more mean 
things to me. 

But she surprised me. She stood in front of 
me, and she looked me in the eyes. 



“Naya, I want to apologize,” she said. “For 
being mean to you at the zoo and for being mean 
to you at my birthday party.” She looked down at 
her hands. “Sometimes I just don’t get along with 
other kids too well.”

I stammered out, “That’s OK. I understand.” 
Then Alan came over, and Pamela was 

telling him it was time for her to walk him home.
“Just a minute, Pam,” Alan told her. He 

turned to me. “Naya, I have a dog, too,” he said.  
“Can I come over to walk Scamps with you and 
Tally one day?” 

“Sure,” I said. 
We smiled at each other. Then Pamela 

dragged him away, and then Gramps was there, 
calling to me. It was time for me to head home, 
too.

81
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The next few days of school went well. It was 
nice having Dad around. I don’t know who was 
happier to spend time with him—me or Gramps! 

Dad had finished writing the article and taking 
the photos of the sanctuary and had submitted them 
to the magazine. Then he’d told the magazine he 
wanted a few weeks off before beginning his next 
assignment so he could spend some time with Mom, 
Gramps and me. Every day after school, he and I 
went for a walk along the pier with Gramps. 

Dad had brought me my very own pair of 
binoculars because he knew I’d been having so 
much fun looking for sea lions and whales. Gramps 
and I looked at the marine animals through our 
binoculars, and then Dad and I took photos. 

One day, Alan even came along with his dog, 

Chapter Twelve
HOME SWEET HOME
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Scamps. 
 Dad and I often checked in on Sierra. And 
Gramps came and had dinner with us every day. 
 But tonight, Gramps saw me frowning while 
we cleaned up after dinner. “Are you OK, Naya?” 
he asked.
 I nodded, but then it came spilling out. “I 
know the magazine article will come out soon and 
that might bring the rehabilitation center more 
publicity, which is great, but…”  
 Mom and Dad had stopped loading the 
dishwasher. They were listening, too. 
 “I’m worried about Sierra,” I explained. 
“Sarah hasn’t told us yet whether she’s ready to be 
returned to her family. What if…what if she’s never 
ready? What if…?”
 “Oh, Naya!” Mom clapped her hands 
together. “I’m so sorry. We were saving two pieces 
of special news for you. We meant to tell you at 
dinner but we forgot!”
 I could hardly breathe. I saw Gramp’s eyes 
light up, too. “What is it?” I asked.
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“Just this morning Sarah told us that Sierra is 
doing so well that she plans to return the little fox to 
her family in the mountains next week!” Mom said.

“That’s wonderful!” said Gramps. 
“And, Naya, the magazine editor called 

today,” said Dad. He had that funny look on his face 
again. “I told her the good news about Sierra and 
she was thrilled. She wants me to extend the story to 
include the release of the baby red fox.”

Dad came and hugged me. “She’s going to 
create a special issue to feature the story and your 
cause—protecting endangered animals and their 
habitats. She wants readers all around the world to 
sit up and take notice!”

“Sierra is going home—and so many people 
will be able to read about it and why it’s so 
important,” I exclaimed. “I can’t believe it!” 

Three weeks later, we were all gathered to 
watch Sierra be set free. Dad, Sarah, the wildlife 
officer, a video technician and I were actually there 
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in the Sierra Nevada mountains with Sierra. Mom, 
Gramps, Alan and lots of Mom’s staff and volunteers  
were back at the sanctuary. They were watching a 
computer screen, connected to all the action by a live 
video feed. 

And then, oh my goodness, it happened. As 
we watched, holding our breath, Sarah opened the 
door of the crate and out came Sierra. She took a 
few sniffs of the air, quickly realized her family was 
near, and then bounded away to find them, without 
a backward glance. 

It was amazing. Sierra was free. She was home.
Home. I’ve been thinking a lot about what that 

means. For Sierra, it’s the mountains of California. 
Wild animals live best in their own natural habitat. 
That’s where they belong. 

And me? Well, Mom was right. It turns out 
that I am adaptable! My home was in South Africa, 
but now it’s here. As long as my family is with me, 
that’s where home is!
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Glossary
Many words have more than one meaning. Here are 
the definitions of words marked with this symbol * 
(an asterisk) as they are used in this story. 

acacia: a spiny tree found in tropical  
 areas such as the plains of Africa
adapt: to get used to a new place or way of life
baobab: a large African tree with a thick trunk 
bearded dragon: an Australian lizard which  
 is a popular pet in the United States
bush baby: a small African animal that 
 has large eyes, a long tail and is 
 great at leaping (also called a galago)
captivity: being kept in a cage
chinchilla: a small South American animal 
 with beautiful, soft gray fur
compound: a group of buildings, often  
 surrounded by a wall or fence
confessed: admitted something that is  

embarrassing
confided: told something secret or  
 private to someone you trust
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dehydrated: not having enough water  
 or moisture
direct: guide
exposed: placed in close contact 
fluids: liquids
footage: scenes recorded on film or video
gamekeepers: people in charge of  
 protecting wildlife on a reserve
grazing: feeding on grass
habitat: the place where a plant or animal  
 naturally lives
high-powered (binoculars): providing  
 a more powerful, close-up view  
homeschooled: taught at home and not at  

a traditional school
marine (animals): living in the sea
marveled: expressed wonder or amazement
nutrients: ingredients in foods that are 
 needed for good health
Outback: a large area of Australia which  

is home to many animals but few people
overheard: heard something that was said to  

another person
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“paying off”: an expression that means  
 creating a good result
photojournalist: a person who creates news  

stories for magazines, television  
or radio using words and photographs

pier: a walkway built out over the ocean
“pouring my heart out”: an expression  

that means telling your secret  
 feelings and thoughts
“pros and cons”: good points and  
 bad points about an idea
reaction: response
regret: wish you hadn’t said or done something
sanctuary: a place where wild animals  
 are protected 
savanna: a large flat area with grass and  
 few trees, found in  hot, dry parts  
 of the world
specializing: concentrating a business or  
 studies on one particular type of interest
stampede: a sudden rush of many  
 excited animals or people
stressful: upsetting, causing worry



90

sun bear: the smallest of all bears, it has 
 a golden “sunrise” patch of fur on its  
 chest and is found in Southeast Asia
survive: stay alive
“throwing in the towel”: an expression 
 that means giving up
unpredictable: impossible to know 
 in advance what will happen
venomous: poisonous
veterinarian school: a college or university 
 where people are trained to become  
 doctors who care for animals
wary: watchful and on guard against danger 
wildebeests: large, fast-running African  
 animals with long curving horns
wildlife rehabilitation center: a place where  
 sick or injured wild animals are  
 cared for and returned to good health,  
 with the goal of returning them to the wild
wildlife reserve: a place where wild animals  
 can live safely and their habitats  
 are protected
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Habitat Match-Up Game
An animal’s habitat is its natural home. Naya helps to return  

a baby Sierra Nevada red fox to its habitat in the mountains. Play this 
game with your friends or family to help them learn about habitats. 

Supplies You Will Need:
4 large pieces of paper
Stack of index cards

Pens or pencils, markers, tape
Optional: pictures of animals  
(including birds and insects!)

List of Habitats:
desert, mountain, ocean, savanna, tundra, steppe, forest (tropical forest, 
temperate forest, rainforest), edge of forest, meadow or field, marsh, 
coast, estuary, bay, pond, stream, river, flower garden or neighborhood

The goal of the game is to match animals with their habitats!

To Prepare the Game for the Players (by yourself or with a helper):
1.  Choose 4 habitats but make sure one is the Sierra Nevada mountains.  

(You can use suggestions for others from the list if you wish.)  
 Write each habitat on a separate piece of paper in big letters. 
2.  Look up names of 6 or more animals that live in each of the  
 4 habitats. Be sure to include the Sierra Nevada red fox!
3. Write each name on an index card. Or you can draw pictures  
 of the animals or paste photos of them on the cards. 

How to Play:
1. Tape or place each large paper with a habitat name in a corner  
 of the room. 
2.  Place the animal name cards in a stack. Shuffle them.
3.  One by one, each player takes a card. The player acts like the  
 animal on the card, moving and making sounds. The player goes  
 to stand in the corner of the room that is labeled with 
 the animal’s correct habitat. 
4. When each player-animal is in its correct habitat, play again!  
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When Naya™ moves with her parents from their wildlife reserve in 

South Africa to a city on the coast of California, everything in her 

life is suddenly very different.

There are some good things, such as spending time with Gramps 

and helping out at Mom’s new veterinary clinic and wildlife 

rehabilitation center. But Naya’s always been more comfortable 

with animals than people. She already misses her daily life on the 

savanna, her friend Bandile and her beloved pet, Kikou. In the fall, 
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