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Preface

This story was written with young readers in mind, but also with a gentle reminder for all of us—big or small—that kindness has magic in it. 

When the world feels cloudy and heavy, even the smallest act of care can brighten someone’s day. Paddles the duck reminds us that spreading happiness doesn’t need grand gestures; a pebble, a poem, or a simple smile can make a difference. 

My hope is that children who read this book feel inspired to be like Paddles—brave enough to share kindness, thoughtful enough to notice others, and joyful enough to deliver smiles everywhere.
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Chapter 1: The Gloomy Town
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The town of Echo Bay had always been full of cheer. Children played along the shore, animals laughed together, and the lake sparkled under the sunshine. But one week, everything seemed to change. A heavy silence rested over the town like a thick blanket.

The frogs sat on their lily pads without telling jokes. Usually, their voices bounced across the water with silly riddles and songs. Now they sat still, staring at the gray sky. Even the smallest tadpoles looked quiet and sad.

The beavers, who once slapped the water with their tails in playful games, worked without joy. They stacked branches slowly, with no rhythm, as though each piece was too heavy. Their homes looked sturdy, but the cheer that usually surrounded them was gone.

The heron stood by the reeds without moving. Her long beak dipped toward the water, but she showed no excitement when fish swam past. It was as if she had forgotten what hunger felt like. The lake seemed dull without her graceful energy.

The squirrels hurried across branches without chatter. They carried nuts in silence, rushing from tree to tree as though the fun had been drained from their day. Even when they dropped a nut by accident, no one laughed at the clumsy tumble.

The dragonflies rested on rocks instead of dancing above the water. Their wings looked heavy, and they did not rise when the breeze stirred. Without them, the surface of the lake looked plain and still.

The rabbits remained in their burrows. No pawprints lined the soft ground. No ears poked up from the grass. It was as though the fields had forgotten what it felt like to be busy with leaps and hops.

Even the fireflies that usually glowed at night were quiet. They stayed tucked in the tall grass, unwilling to shine. The night felt darker without their cheerful lights dancing in the meadow.

The weather seemed to match the mood of the animals. The sun rarely peeked through the clouds. The sky was painted in shades of gray, and the air carried a damp chill. Even the water of the lake looked dull and heavy.

Echo Bay had lost its sparkle. The usual laughter, songs, and playful noises had been replaced by silence. It was the kind of silence that seemed to weigh on every heart.

At the edge of the lake, a duck named Paddles waddled along the shore. She had bright feathers and a warm heart. She loved the sound of the town when it was happy. But as she walked, she felt the silence pressing down on her.

Paddles stopped near a patch of reeds. She remembered how the frogs once told jokes here. Their voices had filled the air with laughter so strong that even the wind seemed to laugh. Now the reeds only rustled in the cold breeze.

She waddled past the beaver dam. She remembered how the beavers used to splash one another and laugh until water sprayed across the bank. Now they worked slowly, their tails making only quiet ripples. The sound made her heart ache.

She continued toward the meadow. Deer usually lifted their heads to greet her. Rabbits usually bounced across the grass. Today, the meadow felt empty, like a stage without actors. Paddles lowered her wings as she walked through the silent space.

Even the lake itself felt different. She swam in the water, but it did not sparkle back at her. The ripples seemed to move sluggishly, as though they too were tired of being cheerful. She could hardly believe this was the same Echo Bay she loved.

At night, she looked for the fireflies. Their tiny lights had always been her favorite sight before bedtime. But the meadow was dark, and the crickets played their songs alone. Without the glow, the night felt colder.

Paddles began to wonder why everyone was so gloomy. She thought of the frogs, the beavers, the heron, the squirrels, and all her neighbors. She realized that each one of them carried their own sadness. Together, their sorrow made the whole town heavy.

She sat on a smooth rock by the water and thought carefully. She could not chase away the clouds. She could not make the sun shine brighter. But maybe she could do something small to change the way her friends felt.

Paddles believed that happiness could return if someone started the spark. It might not be a big change at once, but even small surprises could bring a smile. And one smile could spread to another, and another, until the whole town shone again.

The more she thought about it, the more certain she became. She would not sit quietly while Echo Bay stayed gloomy. She would find ways to cheer her neighbors. She would do it with kindness, surprises, and care.

She imagined leaving flowers for the rabbits, shiny pebbles for the squirrels, or poems for the frogs. She thought of simple things that could make hearts lighter. She would not ask for anything in return. The gift of a smile would be enough.

The idea filled her with energy. The town may have been gray, but her heart felt bright with hope. She knew the task might take time, but she was ready to try. She loved Echo Bay too much to give up.

She stood on the shore and spread her wings wide. The wind carried across the water, cool and steady. The ripples moved in circles around her. She felt as though the lake was listening.

In that quiet moment, Paddles made herself a promise. She would restore happiness to Echo Bay. She would do it one smile at a time, no matter how small. She believed that even a single duck could make a difference.
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Chapter 2: The Lonely Frog
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The morning after Paddles made her promise, the lake was quiet again. She swam slowly along the reeds, looking for the first neighbor she could cheer. The water felt cool around her feathers, but her heart was warm with determination.

She thought about who needed her help most. Many animals were gloomy, but one stood out in her mind. Mr. Frog had once been the loudest voice in Echo Bay, but now he was silent.

Mr. Frog loved jokes. He would sit on his lily pad and shout funny lines across the lake. Everyone laughed, and his humor tied the community together. But for days, he had not spoken a word.

When Paddles reached the patch of lily pads, she saw him sitting quietly. His green skin looked dull, and his round eyes stared at the gray water. He seemed smaller than usual, as though the gloom had pressed him down.

Mr. Frog usually greeted her with a playful riddle. This time, he made no sound at all. He sat alone, and the silence around him felt heavy. Paddles understood why he was called the Lonely Frog now.

She remembered how he once made the turtles laugh so hard that they rolled into the water. She remembered the rabbits hopping in circles because of one of his silly rhymes. Without his voice, the lake felt empty.

Paddles knew she had to bring back his laughter. He had given joy to so many others. Now it was her turn to give some joy to him.

She paddled around the shore, looking for inspiration. The ground was damp with dew, and small plants grew between the stones. Then she noticed a broad green leaf lying on the bank. It was large enough to write on.

Paddles carefully picked up the leaf in her beak. She thought of the funniest riddle she could remember. She wanted something short, silly, and light, the kind of riddle that would break through the gloom.

She dipped her feather in mud and wrote across the leaf:

"Why are frogs so happy? Because they eat whatever bugs them."

The writing was a little uneven, but it was clear enough. Paddles admired her work for a moment. She believed this simple riddle could remind Mr. Frog of the joy he once shared.

She carried the leaf gently back to the lily pads. Mr. Frog was still there, sitting without movement, staring at the lake. Paddles swam closer and placed the leaf carefully on the pad beside him.

Then she quietly swam away. She did not want him to see her watching. This was meant to be his surprise, a gift from the heart, not a performance.

For a moment, nothing happened. The lake remained quiet, and the reeds swayed gently. Paddles waited at a distance, her eyes watching the lily pad where the leaf rested.

Then Mr. Frog bent toward the leaf. His eyes grew wide as he read the words. At first his face was blank, but then the corners of his mouth curved upward. A chuckle escaped his throat, low at first, then louder.

Soon, the chuckle turned into a laugh. His body shook with joy, and his laugh bounced across the lake. It was the sound Echo Bay had been missing.

He laughed so hard that his lily pad rocked beneath him. His feet splashed into the water, sending ripples out in every direction. The sound carried across the reeds, and nearby insects buzzed as though joining the cheer.
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