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On a bright Saturday morning, a boy named Leo pulled on his

red sneakers and grabbed his green canvas backpack. He

loved exploring the wetlands near his home. His yellow t-shirt

glowed like a sunflower as he ran down the path. Tall reeds

swished around him, and dragonflies zipped over the water.

Leo was small and wiry, with a gap-toothed smile that never

stopped.
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Leo knelt beside a shallow pond and peered into the clear

water. Something tiny moved among the lily pads. It was a

little turtle, no bigger than his palm! Its glossy dark green

shell had pale yellow markings, and its tiny black bead eyes

blinked up at him. The turtle's wrinkled grey-green skin looked

soft. Leo's heart thumped with excitement.
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Leo gently scooped up the little turtle and held it in his hands.

"You're coming home with me," he whispered. The turtle's

small flippers paddled the air. Leo imagined keeping it in a box

with a tiny pool. But the turtle looked calm and shy, not happy.

Leo frowned. Maybe a box wasn't the right home after all.
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Just then, a tall girl with two black braids came down the path.

It was Mira, his friend from school. She wore orange overalls

and purple hair ties. "What have you got there?" she asked,

her hazel eyes wide. Leo showed her the turtle. "I'm going to

keep it," he said. Mira shook her head. "Turtles need special

homes, Leo. Let's ask Ranger Reed."
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Ranger Reed was tall and lean, with friendly wrinkles around

his green eyes. He wore a khaki uniform shirt and a wide-

brimmed hat. Binoculars hung from a strap around his neck.

"Hello, Leo!" he said warmly. Leo held out the turtle. "I found

this little one," he said. "Can I keep it?" Ranger Reed smiled

gently. "Let's talk about what turtles need."
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Ranger Reed led Leo and Mira to the edge of the wetland.

"Turtles need clean water to swim and drink," he said, pointing

to the sparkling pond. "They need safe places to rest, like logs

and sandy banks." He showed them a sunny log where another

turtle basked. "And they need healthy plants for food and

hiding spots. This wetland is their home."
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Leo looked at the little turtle in his hand. Its tiny flippers

wiggled. "So if I keep it in a box, it won't have clean water or

plants?" he asked. Ranger Reed nodded. "It might get sick or

sad. Wild turtles belong in the wild." Mira added, "And

wetlands protect all kinds of wildlife, not just turtles." Leo's

round face grew thoughtful.
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Leo sighed. He really wanted to keep the turtle. But he

remembered how the pond sparkled and how the turtle

paddled in his hand. "Okay," he said softly. "I'll let it go." He

knelt by the water and opened his hands. The little turtle slid

into the pond and swam away. Leo watched it disappear among

the lily pads. "Goodbye, little friend," he whispered.
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Mira put a hand on his shoulder. "You did the right thing," she

said. "But we can still help turtles." Leo's dark brown eyes lit

up. "How?" he asked. Mira smiled. "We could make posters

and displays to teach people about turtle conservation."

Ranger Reed clapped his hands. "What a wonderful idea! I

have plenty of supplies at the nature center."
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At the nature center, Leo and Mira got to work. Mira painted

bright pictures of turtles and wetlands. Leo wrote big, bold

words: "Clean water! Safe places! Healthy plants!" They made

a display with a model turtle and a mini wetland. Leo's green

backpack held markers, glue, and paper. His gap-toothed smile

showed how proud he felt.
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Ranger Reed helped them set up the display in the nature

center's main room. "This will teach visitors how wetlands

protect wildlife," he said. Leo added a sign that said, "Help

keep our wetlands clean!" Mira painted a turtle with a glossy

green shell and yellow markings. "It looks just like the little

one we found," she said. Leo nodded happily.
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Soon, people came to see the display. Leo explained how

turtles need clean water and safe places. He showed them the

model wetland. "If we keep the wetlands healthy, turtles and

other wildlife can live there," he said. His voice was strong and

clear. Mira handed out small cards with turtle facts. Everyone

listened and smiled.
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A little girl asked, "What can we do to help?" Leo thought for a

moment. "Don't litter," he said. "And don't take wild turtles

home. They belong in the wetlands." Ranger Reed beamed.

"Exactly, Leo." Mira gave the girl a sticker with a turtle on it.

The girl promised to tell her family. Leo felt a warm glow

inside.
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After the visitors left, Leo and Mira walked back to the pond.

They sat quietly and watched the water. Suddenly, Leo saw a

tiny green shell with yellow markings near the lily pads.

"Look!" he whispered. The little turtle was swimming happily.

"It's safe," Mira said. Leo's heart felt full. He knew he had

made a difference.
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Ranger Reed joined them. "You two did a great job today," he

said. "You taught others about conservation, and you helped

protect this wetland." He gave Leo a small badge that said

"Junior Wetland Guardian." Leo pinned it to his yellow t-shirt.

"Thank you," he said. "I learned that wild animals need their

homes."
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As the sun began to set, Leo and Mira walked home. Leo's red

sneakers were muddy, and his green backpack was full of art

supplies. But he didn't mind. He thought about the little turtle,

safe in its wetland home. "I'm glad we helped," he said. Mira

smiled. "Me too." And Leo knew that healthy wetlands protect

wildlife, one little turtle at a time.
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