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Milo was eight years old, and his favourite thing in the whole

world was a good question. Every Saturday he pulled on his

yellow rain boots, packed his canvas satchel, and went

exploring near the wetland at the edge of town. His

sketchbook and a sharp pencil always came along. Today, Milo

had a brand-new question. What strange creatures lived in the

tall green reeds? He could not wait to find out.
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The wetland was a soft, splashy world of whispering reeds and

shallow silver water. Milo stepped carefully along the muddy

path, his yellow boots going squish, squish, squish. Dragonflies

zipped past his nose, and his freckles seemed to twinkle with

excitement. Then, suddenly, he stopped. Something tall and

grey stood very still among the grasses. It looked like no bird

Milo had ever seen before. His dark brown eyes grew wide.
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The bird was taller than Milo, with grey-blue feathers and

long, thin dark legs like walking sticks. But the strangest part

was its beak. It was enormous and shaped like a giant shoe! A

shaggy crest of feathers flopped on its head, and its big amber

eyes watched him calmly. Milo's heart thumped. Should he run

away? He took a slow breath and decided to stay.
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\"Hello,\" Milo whispered. The huge bird simply blinked. Its

shoe-shaped beak looked funny, and its long legs seemed

wobbly, but it did not seem scary at all. Milo opened his

satchel, pulled out his sketchbook, and began to draw. His

pencil scratched softly across the page. He drew the tall grey

body, the long legs, and that wonderful shoe-shaped beak.

Curious questions bubbled up inside him like fizzy water.
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Behind him, footsteps squelched on the path. A tall woman in a

khaki shirt and a wide sun hat smiled down at him. Binoculars

hung around her neck, and her green vest bulged with

pockets. \"I see you've met our shoebill,\" she said warmly.

\"I'm Ada, a wildlife guide here.\" Milo grinned, showing the

gap between his teeth. \"It's the oddest bird I've ever seen!\"

he said. Ada chuckled. \"Odd is wonderful,\" she told him.
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Ada knelt beside Milo and pointed. \"Shoebills stand very still

and wait,\" she explained. \"They are patient hunters.\"

Together they watched the bird wade slowly through the

shallow water on its long thin legs. Milo wrote in his

sketchbook: Stands still. Watches. Waits. His pencil flew across

the page as he added little notes. Ada showed him how to look

through her binoculars. The shoebill's amber eyes seemed to

glow in the afternoon light.
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Day after day, Milo returned to the wetland. Each time, he

packed his sketchbook and his pencil, and each time he

learned something new. He wrote down how the shoebill

swished its beak through the water. He drew its shadowy

shape beside the reeds. Ada taught him to be quiet, patient,

and still. \"Good explorers watch more than they talk,\" she

said with a warm smile. Milo nodded and kept his eyes wide

open.
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One morning, the shoebill caught something in its huge beak.

Milo gasped and sketched quickly. It was a small silver fish! He

wrote: Eats fish from shallow water. Flips them up and

swallows. His page filled with arrows, labels, and tiny

drawings of splashing water. The shoebill shook its feathers,

and a little mud splashed onto its grey-blue wings. Milo

giggled softly. The bird looked at him and blinked its big

amber eyes.
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Each visit, the shoebill let Milo come a little closer. It no longer

stepped away when he arrived. Milo drew every detail: the

shaggy crest on its head, the long thin legs, the enormous

beak, and the way it lifted one foot very slowly. He noticed how

it stretched its neck and how its feathers ruffled in the breeze.

Ada said, \"You are becoming a real wildlife guide yourself.\"

Milo's cheeks went pink with pride.
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Back home, Milo spread his pages across the kitchen table.

They were full of sketches, arrows, and wobbly handwriting.

He drew a big shoebill on the cover and wrote: Milo's Wetland

Wildlife Guide. Inside, he added fun facts: Shoebills stand very

still. They eat fish. They have huge shoe-shaped beaks. His

little sister pointed at a drawing and laughed. \"That beak is so

funny!\" Milo smiled. \"It's my favourite part,\" he said.
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The next Saturday, Milo hurried to the wetland with his

finished guide tucked under his arm. The shoebill stood near

the reeds, waiting. Milo sat quietly on a flat rock and opened

his book. He read his notes aloud in a soft voice. The tall bird

tilted its head and watched him with its amber eyes. Ada stood

nearby, smiling behind her round glasses. \"It seems to like

your guide,\" she whispered. Milo beamed.
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Then something wonderful happened. The shoebill took a slow,

careful step toward Milo. Then another. Its long thin legs

moved like quiet drumsticks. It stopped right beside him, close

enough that Milo could see every grey-blue feather. Milo held

his breath, then let it out in a happy sigh. He did not feel

afraid at all. He felt like the luckiest boy in the whole wetland.
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Ada knelt beside them both. \"Do you remember how strange

this bird looked on the very first day?\" she asked. Milo

nodded. \"You could have run away,\" Ada said. \"But you

stayed, watched, and learned. That is what curiosity does. It

turns something strange into something wonderful.\" Milo

looked at his guide, then at his tall grey friend. \"Unusual isn't

scary,\" he said softly. \"It's interesting.\" Ada smiled and

squeezed his shoulder.
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After that, Milo visited the shoebill every Saturday. Sometimes

he brought new pages for his guide. Sometimes he just sat and

watched. The shoebill always seemed to know when he was

coming. It would lift its shaggy crest and blink its big amber

eyes, and Milo would wave from the path. They were friends

now. One strange-looking bird and one curious boy, sharing the

quiet, splashy wetland together.
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Other children began asking Milo about the tall grey bird. He

showed them his illustrated wildlife guide and told them his

favourite facts. \"Shoebills have huge shoe-shaped beaks,\" he

said. \"They stand very still and wait for fish. And they are

gentle, if you are gentle too.\" His sister drew a shoebill of her

own. Ada said the wetland had never had such a fine young

guide. Milo grinned his gap-toothed grin, proud of his book

and his friend.
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That evening, Milo sat by the water as the sun turned the

reeds golden. The shoebill stood beside him, still and calm.

Milo thought about how odd it had looked on that first day, and

how much he almost missed by being afraid. He opened his

sketchbook and wrote one last line: Strange things are only

strange until you look closer. Then he closed his book, smiled

at his tall grey friend, and watched the sun sink slowly over

the wetland.
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