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Every year, when the air turns cool and the leaves start to fall,

the girl waits for the cranes. She stands at the edge of town in

her mustard-yellow raincoat, her two black braids flapping in

the wind. She carries a rolled-up map in her small green

backpack. Then she hears them: a soft, wild call high above.

The cranes are coming. Their wide grey wings stretch across

the sky, and their red crowns glow like little lanterns. The girl

smiles her gap-toothed smile and waves.
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The cranes fly over the town in a long, graceful line. Their long

necks reach forward, and their legs trail behind like thin

ribbons. The girl watches until they are tiny specks. "Where do

they go?" she wonders. She unrolls her big map on the grass.

It shows lakes and rivers and faraway wetlands. She traces a

path with her finger. "I will follow them," she says. "I will mark

every place they visit."
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At home, the girl spreads the map on the kitchen table. Her

dark brown eyes shine as she studies the wetlands. She

remembers what her teacher said: cranes need wetlands to

rest and eat on their long journey. She picks up a pencil and

draws a small crane symbol at the first lake near town. "This is

where they stop first," she says. Her freckles crinkle as she

smiles. She can't wait to follow the whole migration.
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Each day after school, the girl checks the map. She reads

about the places the cranes visit. She marks a wide, shallow

lake where the cranes wade and eat water plants. She marks a

muddy wetland where they rest for a week. She marks a river

delta where they sleep standing on one leg. Her map fills with

little crane symbols. Her small green backpack holds the map

wherever she goes.
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One afternoon, the girl visits the wetland near her town. She

stands quietly in her red rubber boots. She sees cranes

landing, their wide grey wings spread like sails. They dip their

sharp beaks into the water and pull out tasty roots. The girl

watches, patient and still. She draws a little crane on her map

right there. "This wetland is like a rest stop," she whispers. "A

place to eat and sleep."
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But then the girl notices something. A sign at the wetland says

it might be filled in for a new parking lot. Her round face falls.

"Where will the cranes rest?" she asks her teacher the next

day. Her teacher pushes her round glasses up and nods.

"Wetlands are important," she says gently. "Maybe you can

help." The girl holds her rolled-up map close and thinks hard.
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That evening, the girl unrolls her map on the living room floor.

She traces the whole migration path with her finger. From the

lake near town, across the river delta, all the way to faraway

wetlands. She marks each place with care. "If the cranes lose

one wetland, the journey gets harder," she says. She decides to

share her map with her classmates. Maybe they can help

protect these places.
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The next morning, the girl walks to school with her map rolled

up tight. She wears her mustard-yellow raincoat, and her

braids bounce as she hurries. In class, her teacher smiles

warmly. "The girl has something to show us," she says. The girl

unrolls the big map on the board. Her classmates gather

around, curious. One boy in a blue cap asks, "What are all

those little crane marks?"
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The girl takes a deep breath. "These are the places the cranes

visit on their migration," she says, pointing. "This lake, this

wetland, this river. They need these places to rest and eat."

Her classmates lean in closer. She shows them the wetland

near town that might be filled in. "If we lose it, the cranes

might not come back," she says softly. The room is quiet. Then

hands shoot up with questions.
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"How far do they fly?" asks a girl with a ponytail. "Do they

sleep while flying?" asks another. The girl answers as best she

can. "They fly for days," she says. "They need wetlands to stop

and rest." Her teacher guides the discussion, her green

cardigan sleeves rolled up. "What can we do to help?" she

asks. The classmates think. "We can protect the wetlands!"

says the boy in the blue cap. Everyone nods.
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The class decides to make a plan. They will write letters to the

town leaders asking them to save the wetland. They will draw

pictures of cranes and make posters. The girl smiles so wide

her gap tooth shows. She feels warm inside. Her map helped!

Her teacher gives a proud nod. "You see," she says, "one

person's idea can grow into something big when we work

together."
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The class works on their project for days. They paint posters

with grey cranes and red crowns. They write facts about

wetlands. The girl adds more crane symbols to her map. On

the day of the town meeting, the girl stands up with her map.

Her knees shake a little, but she speaks clearly. "Please save

the wetland," she says. "The cranes need it." The grown-ups

listen. They clap. The town leaders promise to think about it.
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Weeks later, the town leaders agree to protect the wetland.

They put up a new sign: "Crane Resting Place—Please Keep

Clean." The girl visits with her class. They see cranes landing,

dipping their beaks, and stretching their wide wings. The girl's

freckles crinkle as she smiles. "They came back," she whispers.

Her teacher puts a hand on her shoulder. "Because you

helped," she says. The classmates cheer quietly.
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When the cranes leave again, the girl follows them on her

map. She marks the same places as before. But now she knows

they are safe. She knows her class helped protect them. She

unrolls the map and traces the path. "Have a good trip," she

says to the sky. "We'll keep the wetlands safe for you." Her

braids lift in the breeze. The cranes call softly as they fly away.
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Back in class, the girl hangs her map on the wall. It is covered

with little crane symbols and notes. Her classmates gather

around it. "We did something good," says the boy in the blue

cap. The girl nods. "And we can keep doing it," she says.

"Every year, we can help." Her teacher smiles. "That's right,"

she says. "Protecting wetlands helps the cranes and many

other animals too."
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The girl knows the cranes will come back next year. She will

be waiting in her mustard-yellow raincoat, with her map in

hand. She will watch them fly over the town, their long necks

reaching forward. And she will remember that even a small

girl with a map can make a big difference. She smiles, knowing

she helped her feathered friends. The wetlands are safe, and

the cranes will always have a place to rest.
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