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Isabel stood at the edge of the wetland sanctuary, her yellow

rain boots sinking just a little into the soft, muddy path. She

clutched her teal satchel and looked out at the wide, shallow

water shining under the sun. Tall grasses swayed, and birds

called from hidden places. Everything felt new and a little

wild. She took a deep breath and stepped forward.
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A tall caretaker with a kind smile walked up to greet her. Her

khaki ranger shirt had rolled sleeves, and a green lanyard

badge hung around her neck. 'Welcome, Isabel! I'm Mara,' she

said. 'I take care of the animals here.' Isabel nodded, her dark

brown eyes wide. She had never been to a sanctuary before,

and she had so many questions to ask.
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Mara led Isabel along a wooden boardwalk that curved over

the water. 'Look,' Mara whispered, pointing. In the shade near

the reeds lay a big, round animal with shaggy reddish-brown

fur. Its blunt snout rested on its paws, and its tiny ears

twitched. A soft green band circled its neck. 'That's Cocoa,'

Mara said. 'He's our calmest capybara.' Isabel stared,

fascinated.

3



Cocoa opened his sleepy eyes and looked right at Isabel. He

didn't run or hide. He just blinked slowly, as if he had all the

time in the world. Isabel felt a warm little flutter in her chest.

'He's not scared of me,' she whispered. Mara smiled.

'Capybaras are friendly by nature. They like being with

friends. But we must always be gentle.'
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Mara knelt beside Isabel. 'Capybaras love water,' she said.

'They swim and soak to stay cool. And they enjoy company—

other capybaras, and sometimes kind visitors like you.' Isabel

watched Cocoa amble toward the water's edge. His sturdy

short legs carried his round body easily. He slipped into the

pond with a soft splash. 'Wow,' Isabel breathed. 'He looks so

happy.'
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Cocoa paddled slowly, his nose just above the water. His small

dark eyes stayed on Isabel as if to say, 'Come watch.' Isabel sat

on the boardwalk, hugging her knees. She didn't shout or

splash. She just watched quietly. Mara nodded. 'You're doing

great,' she said. 'Being calm helps animals feel safe.' Isabel

smiled, her gap-toothed grin bright.

6



After his swim, Cocoa climbed out and shook his shaggy fur.

Droplets flew everywhere. Then he waddled to a patch of soft

grass and flopped down with a happy sigh. Isabel giggled

behind her hand. 'He's so sleepy now,' she said. 'Capybaras

rest a lot,' Mara explained. 'They need quiet time to digest

their food and stay healthy.'
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Isabel wanted to get closer, but she remembered Mara's

words. She stayed still and let Cocoa come to her. After a

while, Cocoa heaved himself up and wandered over. He sniffed

Isabel's yellow boot and then her teal satchel. Isabel held her

breath. 'He's saying hello,' Mara whispered. 'Let him explore.

He's curious about you too.'
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Cocoa nudged Isabel's hand with his blunt snout. It felt warm

and a little whiskery. Isabel gently touched his neck band. 'It's

soft,' she said. 'Why does he wear it?' Mara explained, 'The

green band tells everyone he lives here and is cared for. It

helps us keep track of him.' Isabel nodded. 'So he's safe,' she

said. 'Yes,' Mara said. 'Safe and loved.'

9



All afternoon, Isabel watched Cocoa. She saw him swim, rest,

and nibble grass. She noticed how he liked to stay near the

other capybaras, always close to his friends. 'They really do

like company,' she said. Mara agreed. 'Friendship is important

to them. Just like it is to us.' Isabel thought about that. She felt

like she had made a new friend too.
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As the sun began to sink, Isabel felt a little sad to leave. But

then she had an idea. 'Mara,' she said, 'could I make a guide

about the animals here? So other kids know how to be gentle

and kind?' Mara's face lit up. 'What a wonderful idea, Isabel! A

guide would help so many visitors.' Isabel pulled a notebook

from her teal satchel.
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Isabel sat on a bench and drew Cocoa first. She colored his fur

reddish-brown and gave him sleepy eyes. She wrote:

'Capybaras love water and friends. Watch quietly. Be gentle.'

Then she drew the other animals she had seen—a heron, a

turtle, a dragonfly. She wrote a kind tip for each one. Her

guide grew colorful and bright.
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Mara looked at the guide and smiled warmly. 'This is perfect,

Isabel. You really understand what the animals need.' Isabel

beamed. She drew a small picture of herself and Cocoa

together, with a heart above them. 'Friendship begins when we

understand what others need,' she wrote at the bottom. It felt

like the most important rule of all.
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Before leaving, Isabel visited Cocoa one last time. He was

resting in the shade, his green band bright against his fur.

'Goodbye, Cocoa,' she whispered. 'I'll come back soon.' Cocoa

blinked slowly, as if he understood. Isabel felt happy and full.

She had learned so much about capybaras—and about being a

good friend.
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On the way home, Isabel held her guide close. She thought

about Cocoa's calm eyes and his love of water. She thought

about how being gentle had opened the door to friendship. Her

yellow boots splashed in puddles, and she smiled. The wetland

sanctuary had given her a gift—a new friend and a new way of

seeing.
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That night, Isabel put her guide on her bedside table. She

dreamed of capybaras swimming in cool water and resting in

soft grass. She knew she would return to the wetland

sanctuary. And she knew that whenever she met someone new

—animal or person—she would watch, listen, and understand.

Because that is how friendship begins.
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