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Leo had always loved animals, so on a bright Saturday

morning he pulled on his yellow t-shirt, grabbed his canvas

backpack, and set off with his family to the tortoise sanctuary.

He wondered what the tortoises would look like. Would they be

big or small? Fast or slow? His sneakers crunched on the

gravel path as he hurried toward the gate.
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At the gate stood a keeper named Maya, tall and sturdy in her

khaki work shirt and green apron. She smiled warmly and

waved Leo inside. ''Welcome,'' she said. ''We care for tortoises

that need a safe home.'' Leo looked around at the sunny pens

and leafy gardens. His round brown eyes grew wide with

wonder, and his freckles stretched in a curious smile.
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Maya led Leo to a quiet, sunny corner where a very large

tortoise rested on the grass. The tortoise had a dome-shaped

shell of brown and tan patterns, wrinkled grey-green skin, and

gentle amber eyes. ''This is Grandpa Shell,'' Maya said softly.

''He is a rescue tortoise, and he is over one hundred years

old.'' Leo gasped. ''One hundred years?''
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Grandpa Shell stretched his sturdy, elephant-like legs and

slowly turned his head toward Leo. ''Tortoises can live for

many, many years,'' Maya explained. ''Some live longer than a

hundred. That means we must plan carefully for their whole

long life.'' Leo knelt down near the shell. ''Hello, Grandpa

Shell,'' he whispered. The old tortoise blinked his gentle amber

eyes.
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Maya pointed to a patch of bare ground beside the garden.

''Grandpa Shell needs a better habitat,'' she said. ''A habitat is

a safe home with everything an animal needs. He needs the

right food, good shelter, and plenty of space to roam.'' Leo

looked at the empty patch, then at the big old tortoise. ''Can I

help build it?'' he asked.
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''Of course!'' said Maya, handing Leo a small gardening glove.

''First we plan.'' She unrolled a big sheet of paper and drew

the habitat. ''Grandpa Shell needs warm sunshine and shady

spots,'' she said. ''He needs soft ground to walk on, and a cozy

shelter to sleep in when it gets chilly.'' Leo nodded and

listened closely to every word.
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They started with the food. ''Tortoises like dark leafy greens,''

said Maya, opening her apron pocket full of seeds. Leo helped

plant lettuce, dandelion leaves, and bright green clover. His

yellow t-shirt got a little dirty, but he did not mind at all. ''He

will have fresh food growing right here,'' Leo said proudly,

patting the cool soil.
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Next came the shelter. Leo and Maya stacked smooth stones

and flat boards to build a small, snug house with a wide

doorway. ''Grandpa Shell must fit through easily,'' Maya said.

Leo peeked inside and imagined the old tortoise sleeping

there, warm and dry. ''It looks cozy,'' he said. ''Like a tiny cave

for a giant friend.''
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Last, they made space to roam. Leo raked a wide path of soft

sand and laid flat rocks to explore around. Maya showed him

how tortoises like to wander slowly, finding warm sunny spots

to rest. ''Plenty of room means happy legs,'' she laughed. Leo

ran along the path, checking that it was wide and safe for the

big shell.
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When they finished, Maya walked across the new habitat,

checking every part. ''Hmm,'' she said, winking. ''I think we

forgot one very important thing.'' Leo's face fell. ''What?'' he

asked. ''Grandpa Shell himself!'' Maya laughed. ''Let's invite

him in and see what he thinks.'' Leo giggled and hurried to

fetch his old friend.
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Grandpa Shell moved slowly, one sturdy leg at a time, toward

the new habitat. He paused at the doorway of his little shelter,

then stepped inside. Leo held his breath. When the tortoise

came out, he walked straight to the clover and took a big,

happy bite. ''He loves it!'' Leo cheered, jumping in his blue

sneakers.
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Maya put her hand on Leo's shoulder. ''You did wonderful

planning,'' she said. ''Long-lived animals like Grandpa Shell

need care that lasts a whole lifetime, not just for one day.'' Leo

looked at the old tortoise happily munching his fresh leaves.

''So I should keep thinking about him for a long, long time,''

Leo said thoughtfully.
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Leo sat beside Grandpa Shell in the warm afternoon sun. The

tortoise stretched his wrinkled neck and rested near the

clover. ''He might still be here when I am a grown-up,'' Leo

said quietly. Maya nodded. ''Maybe even when you are a

grandpa yourself.'' Leo smiled at the idea of a friend who stays

for so, so many years.
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Before leaving, Leo drew a little sign on a wooden board. On it

he wrote, ''Grandpa Shell's Happy Home,'' with a tiny tortoise

shape beside the words. Maya hammered it into the ground

near the gate. ''Now everyone will know how much planning

and love went into this place,'' she said. Leo clapped his dirty

hands together.
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As Leo walked toward the gate, he turned back for one last

look. Grandpa Shell was dozing in the shade, safe and snug,

his dome shell shining in the sun. Leo felt a warm, proud

feeling in his chest. He had built more than a habitat. He had

helped a very old tortoise have a happy home for a very long

time.
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On the way home, Leo thought about what he had learned. Big

animals with long lives need careful planning, good food, safe

shelter, and lots of love. He decided he would come back often

to check on Grandpa Shell. His canvas backpack bounced as

he walked, and his bright smile stayed all the way home. The

end.
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