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A Light with No House
‘One more book and you're carrying your own bag,’ Sami said.
Noor hugged the otter book to her stomach. There was plenty of room. She only had to move the book about space over a little.
‘It's thin.’
‘Easy to say when you don't have to pedal.’
They were both ten. But Sami acted as though he ran an entire delivery company, with Noor as his one troublesome customer. His bike rack was allowed to carry three library books. Four if the fourth was about football. Noor had asked where it said that in the rules. He had told her the rules hadn't been printed yet.
She put the otters on the counter.
Farah passed the book under the scanner. No beep. She tried again, rubbing the barcode with her thumb.
‘It wants to stay here,’ Sami said.
‘Funny, it's spent all afternoon somewhere else.’ Farah blew a speck of dust off the cover. ‘It was with the cookery books. Next to the casseroles.’
Noor studied the otter on the front. It was holding something between its paws that looked like a little stone. She could find out about that on the way. She put the book on top of the other three and zipped up the bag, carefully easing the zip round the corner.
A wooden board stood on a table by the window. A blue stripe ran across it. Two chairs blocked the space in front. Noor wanted a closer look, but Farah switched off the light above the reading table.
‘Tomorrow. Your dad's waiting outside.’
Noor put on her coat. One sleeve was inside out. She pulled it the right way first, then pushed her arm through. Sami was already waiting by the door.
‘Staring won't make me any quicker,’ she said.
He quickly looked somewhere else.
Outside smelt of wet leaves. The library stood beside the bridge, on Noor's side of the water. Her dad, Daan, was waiting with his bike beneath the outside light. A shopping bag hung from his handlebars. He was trying to push down a packet of rice cakes that kept poking out.
‘All sorted?’ he asked.
‘Four,’ Sami said.
‘Books, you mean?’
Noor put her bag on Sami's rear rack. He stretched the elastic straps over it and tugged a handle. The bag stayed put. Noor thought that was a better test than talking about permits.
At the bridge they had to wait behind Daan. A cargo bike was coming the other way. A little boy waved from the box at the front. Sami waved back and nearly forgot to brake. He put a foot down.
Noor got off too. From the bridge she could see across the water without parked bikes getting in the way. Straight ahead lay the opposite bank, with a strip of reeds along it. In summer, ducks had disappeared between them. Now the stalks were brown and crowded close together.
Behind them, Farah turned on the light by the library's side door. For a moment the water under the bridge looked bright, then darker as Noor looked across.
A yellow circle glowed among the reeds.
At first she thought it was a window. But there were no houses that close to the water on the other side. She narrowed her eyes. The circle vanished.
‘What's that?’
Sami looked over her shoulder. ‘What?’
‘There.’
The light came back, a little further along between two stalks. It was low down. No large dark shape beneath it, the sort a boat carrying people would have.
‘Someone fishing,’ Sami said.
Noor waited for a head to appear above the reeds. Nothing. No fishing rod either. Just the light, with a thin yellow patch beneath it that kept breaking into pieces.
‘They'd have to be very small.’
Sami leant his bike more firmly against his leg. ‘A fish with a torch.’
‘Then it's pointing it the wrong way.’
Noor did not lean further over the railing. She moved a step sideways to look past a thick reed plume. The circle had gone, but now something white showed just above the water. She pointed. Sami followed her finger.
‘I can only see a stalk.’
‘It's behind that.’
Her dad had ridden to the end of the bridge. Noor called him. He looked round and wheeled his bike back.
‘There's something with a light on it.’
Daan took the lamp off his handlebars and shone it at the reeds. The nearest stalks gleamed white. Behind them, Noor could see even less.
‘A bit lower,’ she said.
He moved the lamp. The yellow circle appeared again, just outside the white beam. Daan saw it too now.
‘That's not a streetlight.’
‘I knew that.’
‘At least we know the same thing, then.’
He lowered his bike light. There was no path on the other bank that would get them closer without a long walk round first. It was getting dark quickly. And the sauce at home still needed warming up.
‘You'll be able to see better tomorrow,’ he said. ‘In daylight.’
Noor kept watching the gap between the stalks. The light moved left. She could tell because the windmill's sails stuck up above the reeds. First the circle was below the right-hand sail, then nearer the body of the mill.
Something red poked up above the white edge.
‘There! Red!’
Daan looked again, but a broad clump of reeds shifted in front of the light. The stalks kept moving. The yellow circle did not come back.
At home, Noor had her otter book open before Dad put the pans on the table. She looked for a blank corner to draw in, remembering just in time that it was a library book.
‘Paper?’ she asked.
Daan searched his coat pocket. He took out a receipt, smoothed it flat with his hand and turned it over. There was plenty of room on the back.
Noor drew a yellow circle. Below it she made a white edge, shading round it in pencil so it would show. Above it went a red thing. She drew a windmill sail on the left and a little arrow beside the circle.
Dad put the cheese on the table and looked over her shoulder.
‘An egg on toast?’
Noor covered the receipt with her hand. ‘The white bit's far too narrow for bread.’
‘A very thin slice, then.’
‘It's what I saw.’
He pushed her plate towards her and asked her to pass the cheese. Noor did. Before she started eating, she wrote Friday beside the drawing. The pencil nearly poked through the paper.
After dinner she messaged Sami. Back to the bridge tomorrow morning?
His reply came when she already had her toothbrush in her hand. Library first. Your book permit's expired.
Noor put the receipt under her watch on the bedside table. The otter book could go beside it, but not on top. She wanted to be able to see the yellow circle.
The Empty River
At nine o'clock, Farah was holding the library door open with her foot. She had sticky tape in one hand and a notice in the other. One corner kept curling up.
‘Give me a hand?’ she asked as Noor came over.
Noor took the bottom corner. Sami held his bike. They had arranged to sit at the reading table first. He wanted to see the pictures in her otter book. Noor had left the other three books in the bag. By the bike stands she had handed it to Sami, who had stretched the elastic straps over it again.
Farah taped the notice inside the window. Noor read the top line close up.
MISSING BOAT.
Below the words was a photograph. A little ferry, with windows along the side and a white roof. At the front was a yellow lamp.
‘Sami.’
‘I can read.’
‘That's it.’
She took a step back. In the photograph, the boat sat on a wooden table. Its lamp was off, but suddenly she knew what the yellow circle had been. She took the receipt from her coat pocket. It was tucked between her gloves, with just one fold in it.
‘I saw that. Yesterday evening, by the bridge.’
Farah put the tape in her cardigan pocket. ‘Hang on. I'll get Bente.’
Inside, the table by the window was in the same place. The chairs had been moved. A blue river ran across the wooden board between two painted banks. Tiny bushes stood on it. In the middle of the blue was a rectangle with no dust on it.
A girl sat at the reading table with a sign in front of her. She was touching up a letter. Beside her, a man was putting coffee cups in a crate.
‘Bente,’ Farah said. ‘Noor thinks she's seen your boat.’
The girl put down her brush at once. A streak of blue paint marked her sleeve.
‘Where?’
‘By the bridge. In the reeds on the other side.’ Noor unfolded the receipt. ‘It had its light on.’
The man put the last cup in the crate. ‘Yesterday evening?’
Noor nodded and told them about the yellow circle. She pointed at the white roof in the photograph, then at her own little line. It looked smaller on the receipt. She could not quite make out the red thing on top in the photograph.
‘I'm Wim,’ the man said. ‘Bente's grandad. Come and sit down. She can show you what you're looking for.’
‘We're not looking for anything,’ Sami said, glancing at Noor. ‘Not yet.’
Bente turned the sign round to keep her arm out of the wet paint. It said THE FERRY. The Y was shinier than the other letters.
‘It goes there.’ She pointed to the dust-free patch on the blue board. ‘There'll be labels too. And photographs of the real ferry.’
‘Was it this big?’ Noor asked, holding her hands apart.
Bente moved them a little closer together. About the length of Noor's forearm. Grandad Wim had worked on the full-sized ferry, she explained. He had taken people and bicycles across the water before the bridge was built.
‘Did you build it yourself?’ Sami asked.
‘The bridge?’ Wim said.
Sami glanced at the photograph. ‘The boat.’
‘We did it together,’ Bente said before her grandad could answer. ‘I did the windows.’
She took a tiny figure from a tray. It wore a dark green coat and had a round nose. One arm stuck out sideways.
‘There wasn't room for this one. The other passengers are inside. This one goes on the card by the ferry stop.’
Noor was allowed to hold it. It was lighter than she expected. She tried to stand it on her finger, but its feet were not flat enough.
‘Just put it on the table,’ Bente said.
Noor set it down. ‘What about the lamp?’
‘I fitted that,’ Wim said. ‘Two batteries. There's no motor. We did want it to float properly, though.’
They had tried it out yesterday afternoon at the landing stage beside the library, keeping the boat close to the bank at first. Bente had pressed the passengers into place before they started. Noor looked at the empty rectangle on the board. So nobody had been in danger. Only the little people in their painted coats.
‘It floated really well,’ Bente said.
Then the string had come loose. Wim had gone home for his long boat hook. When he got back, they could just see part of the white roof among the reeds. He and Bente had searched from the path until there was too little light to see anything more.
‘So it could still be out there somewhere,’ Noor said.
Wim pulled up an empty chair. ‘We hope so. There's cork underneath the hull. It's a tough little ferry.’
Bente took back her passenger and put it by the sign. She did not look at her grandad when he said that.
Farah returned with a stack of bookends. She set the bottom one on the table, holding the rest against her chin to stop them falling. Sami took the top three.
‘Thanks. Over there, by the map.’
An old photograph of the ferry hung on the wall. Noor recognised the windmill in the background. There was no bridge yet.
‘We open the exhibition at two tomorrow,’ Farah said. ‘Even if the boat isn't back. I've got plenty of photographs, and Bente can show people how she made the windows. It would be nicer with the boat, though.’
‘Then we'll look for it,’ Noor said.
Bente looked up. ‘I'm coming too.’
‘Of course.’ Noor had never meant anything else. She felt the receipt she was still holding. ‘I can show you the place.’
Wim went to the window with them. They could see the bridge and the start of the waterside path. Further to the right was the lock. Wim thought the boat might have gone that way. The water usually flowed in that direction.
Noor wanted to go straight out. Farah asked where they were going, and whether anyone at home knew.
‘Dad can pick me up here at twelve,’ Noor said. ‘I'll ask him.’
She rang Daan. Sami messaged his mum, read the reply and showed Wim his screen. It was all right as long as Wim went too. They had to be back before lunch.
Bente took her coat from the chair. A thin strand of blue wool was caught on the zip. She picked it off and put it in her pocket.
Farah took the crate of cups to the kitchen. There was another empty crate beneath the reading table. Wim laid a folded towel inside. If they found the boat, they would not have to carry it back dripping in their arms.
‘We need to know where to look,’ Bente said.
Noor looked at the old photograph on the wall. Beside it hung a map of the village.
‘We could use that.’
One Arrow on the Map
The map was higher up than it ought to have been. Noor could point to the bridge, but she had to stand on tiptoe to reach the lock. Sami held down the bottom edge to stop the paper curling out.
‘Can't we take it down for a minute?’
Farah looked up from the counter. ‘It's on a board, love. Behind that is the wall. That's staying where it is.’
She opened a drawer and took out a sheet of paper. Half an advert for a writing course was printed upside down on the back.
‘Here. This side's still good.’
Noor got out her pencil case. She usually brought pencils to the library. Sometimes she read about something that only made sense once she had drawn it. She had once tried drawing an otter's den, with an underwater entrance. Afterwards she had wanted to move the entrance to her bedroom. That had gone down less well at home.
She cleared the table beside the map. Bente moved the bookends, and Sami found a ruler in a tray. There was glue on one end. He rubbed it with his thumb until a little grey ball came off.
Noor drew the water first. A broad line from left to right, just like the map on the wall. The library went on their side of the bridge, on the south bank. She drew a little square round the building.
‘It's got a roof too,’ Bente said.
‘This is from above.’
Bente nodded. With her finger she drew on the table to show where the front door was. Noor added a mark. That helped. Now she could see on her own piece of paper where she had come out yesterday.
Wim was talking to Farah by the window. His coat was still unfastened. The long boat hook lay on a chair beside him, its end tucked beneath the table where nobody could walk into it.
‘How far's the lock?’ Sami asked.
‘About six hundred and fifty metres from the bridge,’ Wim said. ‘Along the path. The lock's fenced off, but you can walk beside the water from here.’
Noor drew a line to the right, with two little blocks at the end. She wrote lock beside them. The letters just fitted above the blocks. The windmill went on the left. It was much smaller on the wall map than the one she drew.
‘That's west,’ Sami said, pointing to the mill. ‘West's on the left on the map at school too.’
‘If north's at the top,’ Noor said.
She put an N at the top of her sheet and drew a pointed arrow beneath it. Now nobody could use the map upside down by mistake.
Wim came over and put on his glasses. He ran his finger along the blue water.
‘The water usually flows this way. Towards the lock.’
‘So the boat does too,’ Noor said.
‘It might.’
Noor drew a thick arrow in the river, pointing right. She went over the lines again to make it darker than the other marks. Underneath she was going to write boat.
‘Shouldn't that say water?’ Bente asked.
Noor looked at her pencil tip. ‘Yes. It could.’
She wrote water. She could add boat once they found it. At least the lock was in the right place. Whatever had seemed to be moving left yesterday could have gone round a bend further on. You couldn't see everything from the bridge.
Sami tapped the library square. ‘Mark where we're starting too. Or we'll end up at the football pitch.’
‘That isn't even on here.’
‘Exactly.’
He drew a small cross by the bridge. Noor left it, though its lines were not the same length.
Wim asked Farah where he could find an empty bin bag. If they were walking by the water, he could pick up the rubbish he had seen beside the path yesterday. Sami went to help find one. Bente stayed next to Noor.
She rubbed the blue mark on her sleeve with her thumb. The paint had dried. None of it came off now.
‘That string,’ she said quietly.
Noor looked up.
‘I put it round the post. I thought it was fastened.’ Bente looked across the table. ‘Then suddenly it was loose.’
‘The knot?’
‘I don't know. I hadn't tried pulling it to check. Grandad had to get the hook. And then the boat was gone.’
Noor moved her map further from the edge of the table. It was hard to think of anything useful to say. She wanted to promise they would find it, but she did not know that yet. She pointed at the white notice in the window.
‘At least lots of people know about it now.’
‘I don't want everyone feeling sorry for me.’
‘Who?’
‘Tomorrow. Saying what a shame it is, then going to look at the photographs. I want to show them the boat. I did the windows with a really tiny brush.’
Noor nodded. Bente had made the passengers too, the ones that could not even balance on a finger. People ought to talk about those.
‘If we find it, you can tell them.’
‘What if we don't?’
Noor pressed her rubber against the paper. It left a pale grey mark.
‘We can think of something else.’
Bente picked up the box of pencils Farah had left out. There were two red ones. Without explaining why, she put one beside Noor's map. Noor left it there. Perhaps they could use it to mark a route later.
Sami came back with a folded bin bag and an apple he had fetched from his pannier. He gave Wim the bin bag and put the apple in with the books.
‘Does everyone know where we're going?’ Wim asked.
Noor held up her sheet. She could point to the bridge without having to work it out first. The path followed their side of the water to the lock. They would look there first, then come back along the same path.
‘And we'll be back here before lunch,’ Wim said, checking the clock. ‘We've got time for a proper look.’
Noor folded the map in half, exactly between the mill and the bridge. The receipt stayed in her coat pocket. At least the things on the map had names beside them.
Outside, Sami pulled the book bag from beneath the elastic straps and slung it on his back. He was taking it because none of the lockers were free. Bente carried the empty crate with the towel. When Noor offered to swap, she drew it closer.
‘I've got it.’
Wim picked up the boat hook and waited at the start of the path. Noor stood beside Bente, holding the map with her thumb on the thick arrow.
Towards the Lock
At the start of the path, Noor had to unfold the map again. She had put the river at the top and the library below it. Now they were going right on her drawing, but their feet were going straight ahead.
Sami peered at it. ‘Try turning it round.’
‘Then the writing'll be upside down.’
She gave the sheet a quarter-turn anyway. The lock was at the top now. That matched the way the path went. She could always turn it back later.
They left their bikes at the library. Sami carried the book bag on his back. Bente held the crate in both hands, picking her way round puddles on the paving stones. The towel had to stay dry for the boat.
Wim walked on the water side of the path, carrying the hook low beside him with its point facing back. He had brought a litter picker too. When they stopped, he rested both against his leg.
In daylight, Noor could not fit yesterday's yellow glow into the view at all. The water was grey. There were gaps in the reeds she had not been able to see from the bridge. She peered through every one they passed. Some were only wide enough for a bird, others for a whole row of model boats.
‘Can you look behind us?’ she asked Sami. ‘So we aren't all looking at the same bits.’
He turned, took three steps backwards and nearly caught his heel on a loose paving stone. After that he walked forwards again, turning his head now and then.
Bente was watching the low edge of the reeds near the bank. A red line showed on her arm where the rim of the crate had pressed. She put it down and changed sides.
‘Perhaps the light's off in the daytime,’ Noor said.
‘It doesn't go off by itself,’ Bente said. ‘There's a switch inside. But I don't think you'd see it very well now.’
Noor shaded her eyes. She could not find a lamp, even one that was off. She would have to look for the white roof.
A woman with a dog on a long lead was walking ahead. The dog wanted to sniff a blade of grass in exactly the spot where Bente wanted to put the crate. The woman shortened the lead and asked what they were looking for.
Bente answered before Noor could. ‘A model ferry. With a white roof. This big.’
She put down the crate so she could show her with her hands.
The woman had not seen a boat. She had come from the lock and stopped a few times to let the dog drink at the water.
‘I think I'd have seen it, then.’
Wim thanked her. As she walked on, Bente picked up the crate again. Noor drew a small circle where they had met the woman. She did not write boat beside it.
‘She hasn't looked through every gap,’ she said.
Further on, the path curved towards the houses. Noor looked through a gap between two bushes. From there she could see along the outer edge of the reeds.
A patch of white stuck up at an angle above the water.
She stopped.
‘There!’
Bente put the crate straight down. Sami came to stand beside Noor. One corner of the white thing bobbed up and down. A reed crossed in front of it, making it look for a moment as though it had a narrow window.
‘I can't see a bow,’ Bente said.
‘It could be behind there.’ Noor pointed at the reed. ‘The roof's tipped over.’
Wim walked a few steps further. From there he could see past the reeds without leaving the path. He beckoned them over.
From the side, the white patch was very thin. One corner was jagged. Noor could see the bit she had thought was a window. It was a tear.
‘A lid,’ Sami said.
Wim took it with the litter picker. The plastic folded in half as it came out of the water. Bente held the bin bag open. Three last drops ran down the picker before Wim let the lid fall into the bag.
Noor had already nudged the crate closer with her foot. She moved it back. There was nothing to put on the towel.
‘It was white enough from where we were standing,’ she said.
Bente closed the bag above the lid. ‘The boat's roof has square corners.’
She just said it. Noor nodded. She should have looked from the side first. She made a tiny mark on her map where the white thing had been, then rubbed it out. They did not need to remember where a lid had been floating.
The water widened at the lock. Behind the fence stood metal cabinets and a red-and-white barrier across a service path. Wim leant his hook against a bench. From the public path they could see into the corner where leaves and twigs had collected.
Noor counted three white things. Two were pale leaves, the third a loose feather. She did not call anyone over.
Sami sank onto the bench and slipped the book bag off his shoulders. He took out his apple. One side had been squashed a little flat beneath a book.
‘If it came this way,’ Bente said, ‘shouldn't we be able to see it here?’
Wim looked at the water. ‘I don't know. It might have got caught before it reached here. Or it could be somewhere we can't see from the path.’
Noor spread the map right out. The thick arrow stopped near the lock. There was still a lot of blank paper. She could have drawn a bigger area, with more bends in it.
‘We'll have to check the other gaps on the way back,’ she said.
They did. Bente pointed out places where they had mostly looked at the low bank on the way there. Sami looked over Bente's shoulder now. Wim waited whenever someone stopped. Nobody called out that they had found anything.
When the library door came into view again, Noor checked her watch. They were back in plenty of time before twelve. It still felt as though they were too late.
Bente straightened the unused towel in the crate. Noor smoothed out the map. They had checked the whole way to the lock. The boat must just be caught somewhere between her blue line and the real water.
What Noor Had Said
The library door was ajar. Farah had wedged a rolled-up doormat against it so she could carry a stack of chairs outside. Noor held the door for her and was immediately handed a chair.
‘That can go over there. The seat's still a bit wet.’
Noor put it under the canopy. Two more stood on the pavement, each with a different cushion. She tucked the map under her arm as she took the next chair.
Wim stayed outside to clean the litter picker. Bente set the crate beside him and pulled the bin bag away from its rim. Sami took the book bag inside. The books could come off his back at last.
‘Well?’ Farah asked.
Noor shook her head. ‘Just a plastic lid.’
‘At least that's out of the water, then.’
They went to the counter. A row of things lay on it: a glove, two pens, a pair of glasses and a very small sock. Farah picked up the glove to look for a name inside.
‘People have left these behind,’ she said. ‘I'll put them on top of the cupboard tomorrow. Perhaps someone will finally take them home.’
Noor set her map in the space beside the sock. ‘The boat can't just have vanished, can it?’
‘You haven't looked everywhere yet.’
‘The water goes towards the lock. We've been there.’
Farah smoothed the label inside the glove. It only had a size on it.
‘Do you know how it came loose?’
‘Bente didn't tie the string properly,’ Noor said. ‘That's why it drifted away.’
The words came much more easily than explaining the yellow light. She understood this. A string coming loose and a boat floating off. She could show Farah her map in a minute, with all the places they had searched.
Bente came in with the empty crate. Sami had pulled a chair up to the reading table. He pointed to a space for the crate.
Farah turned to Bente. ‘I've heard about the string. Of course, you don't have to put all that on your label tomorrow.’
Bente stopped, holding the crate in front of her stomach.
‘What about the string?’
‘Noor said you didn't tie it properly. But it's what you've built that matters.’
Noor watched Bente shift her hands. First she held the crate beneath its rim, then by its sides. She put it down beside her feet.
‘Did you tell her that?’
‘She asked why it had gone.’
Bente looked from her to Farah. ‘I don't even know exactly what happened.’
Farah put the glove beside the pens. ‘Then we don't know exactly what happened yet. I wasn't there myself.’
She said it calmly, but Noor's cheeks grew hot. She had never said Bente had done it on purpose. It was a knot. Anyone could get a knot wrong.
‘You said you hadn't tested it, didn't you?’
‘I said that to you.’
Sami was half sitting on the chair he had pulled out. He lowered the bag to the floor.
‘We haven't passed our knot-tying test yet,’ he said.
Bente turned towards him. She did not laugh. Sami looked at the bag's buckle and threaded the loose strap through it.
‘I was only—’ he began.
‘Yes,’ Bente said.
Wim came in, holding the litter picker away from his trousers. He stood it by the door and looked at the crate.
‘At least the towel's stayed dry.’
Nobody answered. Noor thought he would ask about their search. He looked at his granddaughter.
‘What's wrong?’
Bente did not point at Noor. She just pushed the crate's handle down until it lay flat against the side.
‘I didn't tie it properly. Everyone knows that now.’
‘Everyone?’
Farah explained what she had asked. Noor could almost hear her own answer before Farah said it. She had sounded so much more certain than Bente had beside the map.
Wim stood by the table. ‘I didn't check the string either. I was busy with the hook and thought it was all right. We were there together.’
‘But I should have—’
‘So should I,’ he said. ‘I could have checked it myself. This isn't something you did all on your own.’
He pulled up a chair and sat down.
Noor still had the map in her hand. She did not remember picking it up.
‘I was trying to help find it,’ she said.
Bente looked at the thick arrow. ‘That's different.’
She took the sign saying THE FERRY from the table. The paint on the Y was dry. She set it beside the blue river and nudged it until it was straight.
Farah asked whether they would help cut out the photograph labels. Bente nodded and asked where the good scissors were.
‘In that tray,’ Noor said quickly.
Bente took them without looking up. First she cut a whole strip from the sheet. Then she put her sign on it to measure how wide the labels needed to be. Noor still had the ruler. She laid it beside Bente's hand.
‘Thank you,’ Bente said.
It sounded exactly the same as when she thanked Farah for handing her the paper. Noor had hoped it would sound different.
Sami picked up the crate and put it under the table where nobody could catch a foot in it. He did not ask whether they needed a permit for that crate now.
Noor checked the clock. Dad would be here soon. A man wearing a coat like his crossed the little square outside the window. He turned round. He had a much longer beard than Dad.
‘We could look again after lunch,’ she said to Bente.
Bente kept cutting. ‘I don't know if I'm coming.’
‘But you know the most about the boat.’
‘I can do things here too.’
A little rectangle of paper fell to the floor. Noor bent to pick it up. It stuck to her finger. She peeled it off and put it with the other scraps.
She had drawn a map, walked a route and looked at every white thing. When Bente needed more paper, Noor slid it across. Bente put her sign on it and carried on.
The Wrong Arrows
Noor had sand between her teeth. She had turned her sandwich over twice already. The sand kept crunching in the same place.
‘Perhaps you should have another one,’ Dad said.
Noor looked at the crust in her hand. At the lock she had tied her shoelaces, then wiped her hands on her trousers. In her head she was still there. She could see the white patch among the stems and Grandad Wim lifting out the piece of plastic. So much white. So little boat.
Daan pushed the cheese towards her. ‘Have you got a plan for this afternoon?’
‘We need to go the other way.’
‘Who’s we?’
Noor flattened the crust. Sami would come, surely. She wasn’t sure about Bente. When they said goodbye, Bente had only looked at her grandad.
‘Sami and me. Perhaps Bente.’
‘I can come after lunch. First I need to find my shopping list.’
He was leaning against the fridge now, one arm resting on it. The list hung just below his elbow. Noor pointed. She had expected him to ask why the other direction would be better. Now she had to work that out herself.
She took the map from her bag. The blue line of water curved neatly past the bridge. The library even had a little mark for its front door. Near the lock was a thick arrow. She had used a ruler that morning to make its edges exactly parallel.
Dad peered at it. ‘That windmill’s bigger than the library.’
‘That doesn’t matter.’
‘Thought not.’
He cleared his plate away. Noor put a finger on the bridge. Yesterday she had stood there facing the far bank. The light had disappeared behind the reeds to her left. She turned the map until left on the paper was left for her too. Now the thick arrow pointed the other way.
She had copied that arrow because Wim had mentioned the lock. Then she had made it even thicker.
She tried to rub out the point. The blue water turned grey. She rubbed harder. A little tuft of paper came loose.
‘Need a fresh sheet?’ Daan asked.
Noor wanted to say yes. On a new sheet everything would be right again. The bridge, the front door, the arrow that didn’t go through anything else.
‘Just a pencil.’
She drew a thin line from the bridge towards the left. There wasn’t much room beside the windmill. She wrote: saw it going this way. Beside the thick arrow she put a question mark.
Daan looked at the new line. ‘You saw it all the way to here?’
‘No. Just in that direction.’
She stopped the line halfway. After that the boat might have gone anywhere. It made the map messier. She left it.
At quarter past one Sami appeared at the front door. He had finished his lunch and put his coat on, but he hadn’t brought a crate.
‘We carried that all round the village for nothing,’ he said.
‘We’ll need it if we find the boat, won’t we?’
Sami spun a house key round his finger. ‘Then we can fetch it.’
Noor picked up her bag of books from yesterday. She wanted to find a thin book about knots at the library. She added the receipt from her coat pocket so it wouldn’t get lost among her gloves. At the door she stopped.
‘Do you think Bente will come?’
‘Ask Bente.’
‘I’m asking you.’
‘Yes. I noticed.’
He pocketed the key. Noor closed her bag. They walked to the library, Daan following with an empty shopping bag over his shoulder.
Bente sat beside the blue river, cutting little rectangles from grey cardboard. Farah had a stack of books on a trolley and was trying to stop a loose screw with her foot. Wim was looking under the reading table for a felt-tip lid.
‘We’re going to look towards the windmill,’ Noor said.
Bente kept cutting. A grey scrap dropped into her lap.
‘Would you like to come?’ Noor asked.
‘Where will you look?’
Noor laid the map on a clear patch of table. She hadn’t folded it again at home. The rubbed-out patch lay between them.
‘The light disappeared here. Roughly. I didn’t see exactly where.’
Bente put her scissors down and traced the bank with a finger.
‘It doesn’t go like that.’
Noor picked up the pencil. ‘What doesn’t?’
‘You’ve drawn one big bend. There’s an island by the pumping station. The water goes round both sides.’
‘Will that fit on the map?’ Sami asked.
‘If she makes the windmill smaller.’
Noor looked at the sails she had drawn so carefully. She gave herself one more second, then rubbed them out. Bente took the pencil and drew a long island, adding short strokes for reeds.
‘You can look from the path here,’ she said. ‘Further on there’s an old landing stage. Grandad showed me where the full-sized ferry used to come in.’
She pushed the pencil back. The cardboard rectangles suddenly looked like paving stones.
‘Are those for the exhibition?’ Noor asked.
‘The quay. Beside the river.’
‘Shall I help?’
Bente drew the remaining cardboard towards herself. ‘I’m making these. They’re not all meant to be the same length.’
Noor withdrew her hand. She had almost said she could cut very neatly.
Wim emerged from under the table with the felt-tip lid. Daan asked him about the public path past the pumping station. They looked at the map together. Wim said he still had to sort through the old photographs with Farah. He would be at the library later that afternoon.
‘I want to come to the island,’ Bente said. ‘But I’m coming back for my quay afterwards.’
Noor nodded too quickly. ‘All right.’
Bente swept the loose cardboard into a lid and laid the scissors on top. Her grandad did up her coat because the zip was stuck at the bottom. Sami waited by the door. This time he didn’t pull a face when it took a while.
Noor put the map in her bag. Bente hadn’t signed it, or said everything was all right again. But she was coming. Noor held the door beside the window open for her.
Beyond the Reeds
From the bridge the windmill looked close. Noor could see the red edging round its cap. On her map it almost touched the island. As they walked beside the water, it slipped behind a different tree at every bend.
‘Is it much further?’ Sami asked.
‘You can see it,’ Noor said.
‘I can see the moon too.’
Daan walked a few paces ahead. He stopped at a narrow side path to check the sign. It pointed towards a field for exercising dogs. Not their turning. Bente passed him and went on to the bend.
‘The pumping station fence is further along.’
Here the air smelled of wet leaves. A chestnut husk floated on the water, one half sticking up. Noor walked past it. That morning she had pointed at almost everything that floated. Now she wanted to see what was missing from her map.
A few minutes later they reached a low building surrounded by a green fence. Inside were two grilles and a coiled hose. The path continued outside the fence. Daan put his shopping bag by his feet so he could hold the map in both hands.
‘This is the pumping station,’ Bente said.
Noor drew a square. It was much nearer the bridge than the windmill. She had thought they would be almost at the end of their route by now.
The reed island lay ahead, longer than a playground. Noor could see where the water divided, but a broad clump of stems hid the far tip. A gull circled above it without landing.
‘We’re facing west now,’ Daan said, pointing briefly at the windmill. ‘The lock’s behind us. Back past the bridge, then further on.’
Noor looked round. The bridge was smaller now, but she recognised the library light beside it. She turned back.
To the right of the island lay the broad stretch of water, reflecting the pale sky. To the left, a channel ran between the reeds and their path. In places it was so narrow that two feathery reed heads almost touched. Further on it widened again.
‘So that’s what I left out,’ Noor said.
Bente didn’t take the map from her. She pointed to where Noor needed to make the channel longer.
Sami bent to empty a stone from his shoe. He held on to the bench, one foot still in its sock.
‘The boat would fit through there,’ he said once his shoe was back on.
‘Even the narrow bits?’ Noor asked.
Bente held her hands apart. ‘It’s this wide. Including the rim.’
Noor had kept drawing it as one long line. Between Bente’s hands there was room for a whole roof, with windows and people underneath. She drew a little view from above beside the map. No arrows would be allowed through that later.
They walked on. The channel stayed on their right, though now and then a bush hid it. Daan walked on the water side of the path. They stopped by a bench to look through a gap in the reeds. Noor saw the brown underside of a leaf and a piece of string attached to a post. No roof.
Bente waited for Noor to put her pencil away before walking on. She hadn’t brought the scissors, but a grey scrap of cardboard still clung to her sleeve. She picked it off and put it in her coat pocket.
Soon the old landing stage came into view. Noor saw the railing first. Behind it lay broad wooden boards, with a bench in the middle. The water disappeared beneath the outer edge.
A red-and-white barrier blocked the entrance. A large sign hung from it.
‘PAINTING IN PROGRESS,’ Sami read. ‘Landing stage reopens Sunday, ten o’clock.’
Under the words was a picture of a paintbrush. A real one lay on a tub beyond the barrier. Noor looked from the sign to the boards. Fresh paint shone darkly on the railing.
‘Tomorrow, then,’ Bente said.
Noor looked along the barrier. It only blocked the entrance. At the side, a bush grew right up against the wood. There was no other path onto the landing stage. She turned her map over and wrote: Sunday 10.
A man stood up behind an open box near the bench. His knees were paint-spattered and his glasses kept sliding down his nose.
‘Looking for the walking trail?’ he asked.
‘A model boat,’ Bente said. ‘With a white roof. It came loose on Friday.’
He glanced at the water beside him. ‘I haven’t seen a boat. I’ve mostly been working on this railing.’
‘Can you see underneath from there?’ Noor asked.
He looked over his shoulder. ‘Only under this side. The outer edge is lower. I’ll be here clearing up tomorrow morning. Then the barrier can go at ten.’
He held his glasses up with the back of his hand. Bente thanked him. He knelt by the paint tin again, first wiping his brush.
They followed the public path round the bush. There was a bench with its back to a vegetable garden. Daan waited beside it while the children looked towards the outside of the landing stage from the path. Reeds hung in front. Noor caught glimpses of a dark beam, then only water again.
Sami went a few steps back along the path. He could see past the bush from there, but now the landing-stage bench blocked his view. Noor joined him. The boards were close together. From the side they looked like one solid surface. On the landing stage itself you could look straight between them. She shaded her eyes from the sun. The dark patch beneath the edge stayed dark. Bente tried to follow the gaps in the reeds without leaving the path.
Something tapped.
Noor held her breath for a moment.
‘What?’ Sami asked.
‘Did you hear that?’
Something rattled on the landing stage. The paint tin, perhaps. Noor couldn’t see the man. Then came another tap, softer. She didn’t know whether the sounds belonged together.
Bente stood still beside her. A reed head brushed a post. That might have made the sound too. Everything went quiet again.
Noor didn’t put a cross on the map. She only added a small word beside the landing stage: listen.
‘We can’t get a proper look from here,’ she said.
Daan folded his shopping bag. ‘At least we know where we can stand tomorrow.’
On the way back Bente walked a little ahead. She waited at the pumping station. Noor held up the map, this time turning it until the building on the paper lined up with the real one.
‘Like that?’ she asked.
Bente pointed to the narrow channel. ‘That needs to stay on this side of the island.’
Noor corrected the line. It no longer fitted between her first drawings. She added a small arrow that pointed only to the word channel. Sami held the corner until she finished.
Two Left Boots
The quay was nearly finished. Bente had laid the grey cardboard pieces in rows beside the blue river. The last row didn’t fit. A gap showed the brown board underneath. Daan went on to the shops for a few things. He would be back at half past three.
Noor picked up a scrap of cardboard.
‘What would you like me to do with it?’ she asked.
Bente held her fingers beside the gap. ‘A paving stone to fit in here. Don’t glue it yet.’
Noor sat down. The scissors struggled through the double thickness. Her first stone was too long. She trimmed an edge off the second. Bente slid it into the gap and nodded, then took it out again to put glue underneath.
Wim came from behind the counter with a flat box. He set it on a chair and took out a folder of photographs. Farah was looking for a socket for a small lamp. She had tried the light above the exhibition, but it mostly shone on the empty coffee cups.
‘Could these go on display?’ Wim asked. ‘Some are from when we were building it.’
Bente wiped glue off her finger. ‘I want to look first.’
Wim gave her the folder. The first photograph showed the full-sized ferry. A man in a woolly hat stood by a barrier. It was Wim with fewer wrinkles and more dark hair.
‘He had the same nose then,’ Sami said.
Wim bent over the picture. ‘Good job too. Otherwise I’d have to get my glasses fitted again.’
Bente pushed the old photograph to the far side of the table. Beneath it was a sheet with three new pictures. One showed the half-built boat on a newspaper. The white roof lay beside it. The windows were still empty holes.
‘I thought you just glued the roof on,’ Noor said.
‘Then we couldn’t get inside,’ Bente said. ‘It comes off.’
She pointed to a narrow ledge inside the boat where the roof rested. She had painted the windows from the inside. In the next photograph her hand was in the cabin. Her forefinger looked much too big for the little door.
Wim tapped the empty windows. ‘That section used to be lower. On my drawing, anyway.’
‘The captain wouldn’t fit underneath,’ Bente said.
‘I wanted to make him a bit smaller.’
Bente looked at him. ‘He was tiny already.’
Wim pointed above the windows. ‘So I made this higher. Then the roof could go on without anybody losing their head.’
Noor studied the little faces in the photograph. She was glad Wim had changed the boat instead of making Bente remake all the people. A pencil line still showed where he had first planned the edge.
‘I don’t want this one up,’ Bente said.
Sami leant closer. Bente kept her hand on the photograph.
‘My fingers are in front of everything.’
‘All right,’ Noor said. ‘Not that one.’
Bente took it out of its sleeve, leaving the other two. Noor had only seen the boat from a distance. Now she could make out the tiny door and a passenger with a green collar. The roof rose a little above the windows. A full-sized passenger’s raincoat wouldn’t even fit underneath. Everything had to be smaller when you built a boat, except Bente’s hand.
The third photograph showed the model on its side. Under the hull was a thick brown layer.
‘Cork,’ Bente said. ‘From a big sheet. It crumbled everywhere.’
Wim nodded. ‘I swept up three times. The fourth time I still found some in my sock.’
‘That’s why you thought it hadn’t sunk,’ Noor said.
‘It should stay afloat,’ Wim replied. ‘Even with water on the deck. But I’d rather it was dry on the table already.’
He put the box under his chair. Bente searched the folder for a loose print. She found it between two sheets of tissue paper and laid it flat.
It was the picture from the window notice, only bigger. The light was off. Noor could see its yellow cover at the front, just below the white roof. On top of the roof were two red things.
‘Those,’ she said. ‘That’s the red I saw.’
Bente held a fingernail beside the shapes. ‘Boots.’
‘I thought it was a bucket. Or a really tiny flag.’
‘They’re two left boots.’
Sami drew breath. Noor looked up. He closed his mouth again and picked a loose piece of sticky tape off the table.
Bente turned the photograph a quarter-turn. ‘Look. The toes point the same way. I copied the first one, then remembered there’s another foot.’
Noor looked at her own shoes under the table. The difference was suddenly so obvious that she wondered how anyone could forget. Bente was already sliding the photograph back towards the folder.
‘They’re a lovely red,’ Noor said.
‘Yes. But both left.’
‘People can see that in the picture. You don’t have to put it in the caption.’
Bente held the folder open. Then she laid the print beside the photograph of the full-sized ferry.
‘This one can go up. Otherwise they won’t know what’s supposed to be here.’
She tapped the empty space on the river. Noor reached for the label lying there. It said MODEL OF THE OLD FERRY. She asked where it should go.
‘In front of the water,’ Bente said. ‘There’s still a bit of quay to add there.’
Sami pushed the last grey pieces towards her. One stuck to his finger. He peeled it off carefully and laid it with the others. He said nothing about boots.
In another photograph Wim showed them how he had hidden the light’s wire. Two batteries fitted under a cover inside the boat.
‘Those aren’t meant to get wet,’ he said. ‘When we get it back, I’ll check what’s got water in it first.’
‘We have to get it back,’ Bente said.
Wim put the folder down. ‘Yes. That’s why we’re looking again tomorrow.’
Noor wanted to fetch her map and say they knew where now. Her hand stayed on the buckle of her bag. They knew where they could look next. They hadn’t seen anything beneath that landing stage yet.
Farah finally found a suitable socket. The table lamp came on. A yellow patch fell across the picture of the model. Bente shifted it until the glare disappeared.
‘Will you write the caption?’ she asked Noor.
Noor sat up straighter. ‘What shall I put?’
Bente thought. ‘Built by Wim and Bente. And that it really floats.’
‘I can write small,’ Noor said.
‘Big enough for Grandad to read, though.’
Wim turned his chair towards them. Noor wrote a rough version first. She showed Bente before copying it neatly onto the card. Then Sami could slide it into the holder.
The Receipt Under the Books
Farah had spread all the exhibition labels across the counter. Among them were a photograph of a ticket punch and a list of names Noor didn’t know. The round reading table was half full now. Sami tried to carry a stack of old magazines to the other table, but they kept slipping.
‘You’re allowed to make two trips,’ Farah said.
He put half back. Noor took the top three. One cover showed a windmill that seemed to have far more sails than theirs. She laid it on the other pile.
Bente was finding a place for their caption among the labels. Noor went to the counter. She straightened a box of paperclips. Then a rubber stamp. Farah stopped sorting.
‘What are you looking for?’
‘Nothing. I want to say something.’
Noor let go of the stamp. A blue line marked the edge of her thumb.
‘This morning I said Bente hadn’t tied the string properly.’
Bente looked up. Noor looked at Farah.
‘But I wasn’t there. I don’t know who tied what. I shouldn’t have blamed Bente.’
Farah put the labels down. ‘Now I know that too.’
‘Could you not put it like that in the caption?’
‘I wasn’t planning to. I only wanted to say when the boat came loose.’
Noor nodded. She would have liked to sit behind the magazines. She turned to Bente.
‘Sorry.’
Bente still held their caption. One corner had curled beneath her thumb.
‘I was telling you,’ she said.
‘I know.’
Someone pushed a pram past the window. Noor followed the wheels until it vanished. Bente hadn’t said it was all right. Noor wasn’t going to ask her to.
‘What can we put with the picture?’ she asked. ‘Apart from who built it.’
Bente looked at the board and pointed to the river. ‘That we tested it there. At the library landing stage.’
Wim came over with the tub of glue. ‘And that we didn’t check the string.’
‘I put it round the post,’ Bente said.
‘Yes. And I was standing there. I looked at the light, then went to fetch my hook.’ He put the glue down. ‘Either of us could have given the boat a tug to see if it held.’
Noor wrote the sentences on scrap paper. Bente read them and underlined library landing stage with her pencil. She didn’t want a whole story about the string.
‘We’ll leave that out, then,’ Farah said. ‘The photograph shows what you’ve made.’
Bente handed the rough draft back. ‘Just the first bit. And how long it is.’
Noor made a fresh label. It was one short sentence. On the rough version she had needed so many words to explain what she didn’t know. She put it under her map, where visitors wouldn’t see it.
Farah asked them to move the last magazines. They needed a table for coffee and squash. Sami took a smaller stack. Bente cleared space on the shelf below. Noor put her bag on a chair, but the books stuck out and pushed against her map.
She took them out. The otter book slid over the one about space. Underneath the pile was a folded piece of white paper with a jagged edge.
Her receipt.
Noor held it to the light. The buckle had left an impression, but she could still see the yellow circle. The shop’s printing on the front had nothing to do with boats. She unfolded her drawing.
‘This is from yesterday,’ she said.
‘I know,’ Sami said, putting down the last magazines.
‘Look at the arrow.’
To the left of the circle was a crooked windmill sail. She had drawn it quickly at the kitchen table, with a blunt pencil. It looked like half a spoon. The little arrow pointed towards it.
She laid the receipt beside her neat map. The big arrow towards the lock was much clearer. Anyone could see it, even without Noor there to explain. But she had only thought of that one later.
‘This is where I saw it,’ she said. ‘That’s why I put the windmill in.’
Bente came to stand beside her, keeping her hands behind her back so she wouldn’t get glue on the paper.
‘Why did you go to the lock, then?’
Noor traced the thick arrow. ‘Because the water went that way. And the arrow was there already.’
Sami looked through the window. Above the rooftops they could see the windmill flag. Sometimes it hung limp, then stretched out towards the left again.
‘My sandwich bag went that way too,’ he said.
‘When?’ Bente asked.
‘Yesterday. Out here. It blew out of my pannier when I went to get my sandwiches. Right over to that bench.’
He pointed to a bench on the windmill side of the library. Noor had seen him walking with his sandwiches yesterday. She had mostly been looking at the otter book.
‘Were the sandwiches still in it?’
‘Yes. I ate them quickly after that. No more sandwiches to blow away.’
Wim leant towards the window. The flag stretched out again, its narrow end pointing away from the bridge, towards the west.
Noor felt a draught on her cheek. The outside door was open while Farah carried an empty box in. Leaves rustled in the street. Noor looked back at the photograph on the table. The high white roof rose above the little windows.
Sami tapped the print. ‘Could it work like my bag?’
Bente held her arm above the photograph. ‘It’s not made of paper.’
‘No. But the roof sticks up.’
Noor picked up her pencil, then stopped before drawing another thick arrow.
‘Could we try it with something?’
Wim looked at the two photographs of the boat being built, then the stack of plastic tubs beside the counter.
‘Not with your books next to it,’ he said.
Noor moved them straight onto the dry chair and put the receipt on top. This time it couldn’t disappear under anything.
A Roof That Catches the Wind
The first tub leaked. A crack in one corner was hidden under a label. As soon as Wim poured a little water in, a thin stream ran across the kitchen worktop.
‘That one’s for paper,’ Farah said.
She fetched another from the stack. Bente held the old one over the sink while Wim inspected the new one. Noor brought a cloth. She was glad they were still in the little kitchen, not beside her books.
Soon a plastic cloth covered the cleared table. The shallow tub stood on top. Wim had put only a little water in it. He held two roughly equal pieces of cork from the box of building materials.
‘Not proper boats,’ he said.
‘I can see that,’ Sami said.
Bente folded a little roof from a scrap of cardboard, holding it beside the photograph to judge the height. Wim set it on one piece of cork. The other he left bare.
Noor pushed the chair holding her books further back. She put the receipt on the windowsill, under her pencil case.
The pieces floated side by side. The roof sagged to one side. Bente gave it a smaller nudge than Noor expected and it stayed upright.
Wim bent over one end of the tub and blew. The bare cork moved a little. The one with the roof turned, slid further and tapped the other side.
Sami bent until his nose was almost over the rim.
‘Again.’
Wim waited for the water to settle and brought the cork back. This time he blew more gently. Noor watched the edge of the roof. It caught the air, and the cork beneath reached the other side first again.
‘So that’s where it went,’ she said.
Bente looked up. ‘Mine’s much bigger.’
Noor was still pointing at the cork. There weren’t any reeds in the tub either. No island. No current going towards the lock. Only a few ripples from Wim’s hand.
‘So it could happen,’ she said. ‘Because of the roof.’
‘That much we can see,’ Wim said.
The cardboard roof fell over. Bente fished it out and laid it on a cloth. A dark patch crept upwards from the bottom.
‘That’s why I painted the proper roof,’ she said.
Sami helped dab the cork dry. The experiment was over. Noor had expected a great discovery, something that would make everyone rush to the table. Farah only came to ask if they could put the tub away soon. Tomorrow the cups needed to go there.
Daan came in with his shopping. A baguette stuck out of the bag. He put it on the floor, away from the wet table.
‘Have you been making rain?’
‘Wind,’ Sami said. ‘Less to clear up.’
Noor took out the map. In the afternoon sun the rubbed-out patch looked like an old bruise. There was a bend now, an island and two stretches of water. But so many lines crossed each other.
‘I need to draw this again,’ she said.
She looked at the blank sheets beside the counter, then picked up her pencil instead. Tomorrow they might find something else to add along the way. She could keep working on this one.
Bente put her wet roof on the plastic cloth. ‘My boat wouldn’t have gone as fast as that cork, would it?’
‘We don’t know,’ Noor said. ‘We only know it went left while I was watching.’
She pointed to the receipt. Daan studied the small arrow, then looked outside.
‘From the bridge towards the windmill,’ he said. ‘You saw that before I did.’
Noor wrote Friday beside a short line on the map. She made the line no longer than the stretch she had actually watched.
Wim pointed to the narrow channel. ‘If the wind took it that way, it could have drifted on through the sheltered water here. Away from that broad stretch.’
‘Then that’s where we need to look,’ Bente said.
Noor drew little dots from the bridge to the island and along the channel. She stopped at the old landing stage.
‘Why dots?’ Sami asked.
‘Because we didn’t see it there.’
‘Write that down. Or I won’t remember tomorrow.’
Noor wrote: perhaps this way. Beside the thick east-pointing arrow she added: water usually goes this way. There was no need to remove the flow towards the lock from her map. Above it she drew a thin arrow pointing west, for the wind. Now she had two different arrows. Above the wind arrow she wrote: yesterday and today, east to west.
She held the sheet beside the map on the wall. The windmill was on the left, the lock on the right. Bente slid her finger along the channel to the landing stage, then lifted it away.
‘The barrier comes down at ten tomorrow,’ she said.
Wim looked at Farah. ‘I’ll be here at nine to put the old photographs up.’
‘Me too,’ Bente said.
‘Can we help before we go?’ Sami asked.
Farah counted the loose labels on the counter. ‘Please do. You can leave for the landing stage with Wim at quarter to ten. Then I’ll finish whatever’s left here.’
Daan nodded. Noor wrote the times on the back of the map. Library at nine. Leave at quarter to ten. Look at ten. No earlier, however early she woke up.
Sami took out his phone to ask at home. Bente went with Wim to the blue board to discuss a photograph they still needed. Noor let them talk. She gathered the cloths, wrung them out over the sink and took the empty tub back to Farah.
When she returned, the cardboard roof was still drying. Bente wrote a little B on it in pencil.
‘Can I keep that?’ Noor asked.
‘For you? Or for tomorrow?’
‘For tomorrow. If you want it on display.’
Bente looked at the empty space on the river. ‘Let’s look first. Then we’ll see.’
Noor put the roof on a dry card. She slipped the receipt between two clean sheets in a folder, with the map beside them. No books on top this time. Before closing the folder, she checked the times on the back once more.
Still Missing
Noor had kept the folder under her arm all the way home. At the front door she dropped it anyway. The maps slid out, straight into a wet shoeprint on the mat.
‘Oh, no.’
She lifted the top map by one corner. One pencil line had gone darker. At least the receipt was still between two dry sheets.
Daan held the door for her. ‘Shoes off first. Then we’ll look at the damage.’
There was a baking dish on the kitchen table. Noor could smell melted cheese. She put the maps on the worktop and pulled out a chair.
‘Hands,’ her dad said.
She got up again.
As she ate, she told him how the little cardboard roof had fallen over in the tub. Daan had just missed the test. He moved his chair closer to the table.
‘Back to that landing stage tomorrow, then,’ he said.
‘Yes. It might still be there in the narrow channel.’
‘With Wim?’
‘Yes. At ten, when it opens.’
She prodded a piece of cauliflower with her fork. It broke in two.
‘I hoped we’d have it back today.’
‘I know.’
Daan passed her the dish. She helped herself to a little more. He didn’t ask why they’d gone the wrong way twice. The second way hadn’t been wrong, anyway. They just hadn’t been able to see under the boards yet.
After dinner Noor wiped the table. A ring of sauce had dried under the dish. She had to rub it three times before it came off. Her dad loaded the dishwasher and moved a pan out of the way.
‘Can I leave the map here overnight?’ she asked.
‘As long as there’s room for a sandwich tomorrow.’
Noor spread out the sheets and put a coaster under the wet corner to let it dry. She unfolded the receipt. The yellow circle was hardly bigger than a pea. She smoothed a crease with the side of her finger.
‘And you saw the red bit too?’ Daan asked.
‘Yes. But I didn’t know what it was then.’
She showed him the new lines on the map. Some were dotted; others had a question mark. Her dad bent over the paper.
‘So we were standing here.’ He pointed beside the little square.
Noor nodded. ‘The pumping station. I hadn’t got that bend right before.’
‘Then we went on there.’
‘Yes. All the way to the barrier.’
Daan picked a piece of cheese off the edge of the map. It had been stuck to his sleeve. Noor moved the receipt further from the plates.
She emptied her school bag to make room for the folder. At the bottom was a sock she’d been missing since Thursday. There were two bits of rubber and a book she’d meant to finish, too. She propped it against her plate.
‘I’m going to the library at nine tomorrow,’ she said. ‘Farah still needs help. Are you coming?’
‘I’ll take you. And give Farah a hand with the photos.’
‘Good.’
They agreed what time Daan would see her afterwards. Then he rang Sami’s house. Noor drew her book closer. When her dad put the phone down, she was still reading the same sentence.
‘What if we don’t find it tomorrow either?’ she asked.
Daan took a clean tea towel from the drawer. ‘Then you come back to the library. You don’t have to save the exhibition all by yourself.’
‘I know.’
Even so, it was easier to turn the page after he’d said it.
At nine the next morning the library was still closed to visitors. Farah let them in with a roll of sticky tape round her wrist. Her name badge was back to front on her cardigan.
‘Morning. If anyone’s looking for my name, it’s on the inside.’
Sami was already at the reading table, trying to hold a rolled-up photograph flat with two clean mugs. Whenever he lifted one, the corner sprang up again.
‘This one won’t cooperate,’ he said.
Bente offered him a box of drawing pins. ‘That’s what these are for.’
Together they pinned the photograph to a soft noticeboard. Noor waited beside them until there was room to put her folder down. She didn’t push Bente’s box aside.
The picture showed the full-sized ferry in the middle of the water. There were bicycles on it, a pushchair and a man holding a long pole. Noor searched the faces for Wim.
‘He’s behind that window,’ Bente said. ‘That little head. That’s Grandad.’
Farah brought a pile of cards. One had an arrow pointing to the toilet. Another said the exhibition opened at two. She put the empty blue river board on the big table.
Noor looked at the rectangle where the boat belonged. So did Bente.
‘If you come back without the boat, we can still use these pictures,’ Farah said. ‘But I won’t put anything about the search on display until you’ve seen it.’
‘This one can go up,’ Bente said. She took a different photograph from her folder: the whole boat with its white roof, her hand beside it. ‘You can see how big it is here. Not the close-up where my fingers are in front of the windows.’
She left the close-up in her folder and passed Farah the picture she’d chosen.
Noor was given a stack of cards to place beside the exhibits. An old ticket punch wouldn’t sit properly on its stand. Sami found a lower block to stop it tipping over. Bente checked the labels and turned round a card that was beside the wrong photograph.
Wim arrived with the long boat hook. He stood it in a corner where nobody needed to walk. Under his other arm was a crate.
‘Coffee first?’ Farah asked.
‘Half a cup. Or it’ll be half past ten before we leave.’
Noor fetched a towel for the crate. She made a soft hollow in it and glanced at Bente before folding the edges over.
‘Like this?’
Bente pulled one corner higher. ‘Then the roof can rest against that.’
At quarter to ten Noor put her book bag behind the counter. The receipt and map went into her coat pocket. Sami carried the crate to the door; Bente walked beside him, keeping the loose towel tucked inside. Wim picked up his boat hook.
Daan stayed to help Farah pin a photograph higher up on the board. Noor waved and pushed open the door. They took the path towards the windmill, with the water on their right.
Beneath the Boards
At the little pumping station Bente asked if they could stop. Sami put the crate on the path and changed hands. The towel was hanging over the edge. He tucked it back in.
Noor took out the map. A lone gnat clung to the pumping station window. Something hummed behind the fence. She turned her back to it so she could look at the water.
The broad branch was to the right of the reed island. A duck swam across it. To the left she could see pieces of the narrow channel, strips of water between the stems. Further on, the windmill’s sails stood above the reeds.
‘There,’ she told Bente, pointing to the channel on the map, then to the place ahead. ‘We can’t see the last bend from the path.’
‘We’ll look there in a minute, then,’ Bente said. She didn’t straighten the map or ask whether Noor was sure the model was there. She took the other end of the crate and carried on with Sami.
Noor folded the map until it fitted in her pocket again. Wim carried the boat hook low at his side, its point away from them. Sometimes they had to walk one behind the other to let someone pass.
At the old landing stage was the man from yesterday, wearing his glasses and paint-spattered overalls. He was untying the tape across the entrance. Beside him stood a paint tin and a bag of empty bottles.
‘Good timing,’ Wim said.
The man checked his watch. ‘One minute to go. Though it’ll take me that long to put the barrier away.’
He moved it aside, clear of the path, then walked onto the landing stage with Wim. They stopped by the railing. The man pointed out the things he still had to take away. Noor waited beside Bente. The letters on the sign were slightly crooked. LANDING STAGE REOPENS: SUNDAY, TEN O’CLOCK. She had looked at Sunday so often since yesterday that it was beginning to seem a peculiar word.
Wim turned and beckoned.
‘Come on. The crate can go behind the bench.’
Noor stepped onto the planks. They sounded hollow under her shoes. The top of the railing was wide enough for both her hands side by side. There were no broken boards or holes you could put a leg through. Only narrow gaps between the planks, dark with the water below.
Sami and Bente put the crate down. From this side of the reed island they had a better view of the windmill. Its flag drooped, then stretched out in the wind again. Noor didn’t need to take out her map to find it.
They started with the open water they could see from the landing stage. Wim walked past the bench. The children stayed inside the railing. Noor spotted a feather, a round leaf with a stalk, a post reflected in the water. She looked longer at a pale strip below the surface. Sand on the bottom. No white roof drifted across it.
‘It could be behind those reeds too,’ Sami said.
Wim looked from where he stood. ‘Could be. But I can’t see anything to point to there.’
Bente sat on the bench to tie her shoelace. Her hands rested on her knees for a moment. Noor was about to sit beside her when Sami raised one finger.
‘Can you hear that?’
A bicycle rattled along the path. Noor heard its tyres hum for a little longer, then a bird repeating the same short call.
‘What?’ she asked.
‘Tap.’ Sami waited. ‘Like that. Only not me.’
Noor held her breath. Her coat crackled as she moved her arm. She lowered it.
Tap.
It was very faint. She might have missed it if they’d kept talking. It seemed to come from under their feet, somewhere near the outer edge of the landing stage.
Wim laid the boat hook on the bench. The man in overalls was back on the path, carrying his paint tin to his bicycle. The noise wasn’t coming from him, then.
Sami stepped back towards the middle. ‘I can hear it better here.’
Noor looked at the boards. One gap was a little wider than the others. She crouched in the middle of the landing stage, keeping her hands on her knees. Through the gap she could see a dark patch of water and a beam just above it.
Something moved beneath the beam.
She shifted her feet a little to tilt her head at a different angle. The dark patch became a narrow strip of light. Something red was above it.
‘Bente.’
She said it louder than she needed to. Bente was beside her at once.
‘What can you see?’
‘Red. Here. You don’t need to go any further forward.’
Noor moved aside. Bente crouched in the same spot. Sami stayed behind them, holding the edge of the bench. Wim watched from the space beside the railing.
At first Bente said nothing. Noor looked at her shoe, resting exactly on a nail head. The faint tap came again.
‘It’s them,’ Bente said.
‘The boots?’
Bente nodded. ‘They’re both pointing the same way. Look, one’s lying a bit sideways.’
She moved back to let Noor look again. Now Noor could see two red shapes above a white edge. They touched as the water moved. Below them, the white roof shifted back and forth. Tap, against the low beam.
‘That’s it,’ Noor said.
She stood up. Her knees were stiff from crouching. Bente was on her feet already, pressing her hands together. Sami looked at her, then at Wim.
‘Can you reach it?’
Wim studied the model from where he stood. He didn’t bring the boat hook between the children.
‘If you go behind the bench, I can make some room here.’
Noor crouched by the gap once more before going to the bench. At the front of the model she spotted a dull yellow dot. She had to wait until a reed leaf cast its shadow over it to be sure. The light was that weak now.
‘Its lamp’s still on a tiny bit,’ she told Bente.
Bente went to the crate and opened out the towel. Noor helped with the corner tucked under the bottom. They kept the crate on the boards, behind the bench. This time they were getting it ready for a boat they could actually see.
The White String
Wim waited until Noor, Sami and Bente were behind the bench. The crate was between their feet. He picked up the boat hook, turning it so the long end didn’t hit anything.
‘Something under there?’ the man with the painting things called from the path.
‘Our model boat,’ Wim said. ‘I’d like to get it out from here.’
The man put down his bag. He looked at where Wim was standing and moved the paint tin further from the entrance. ‘I’ll keep the path clear for you.’
Noor couldn’t see the roof now. She wanted to go back to the gap, but that would put her exactly where Wim needed room. She stayed beside Sami. Bente stood on the other side of the crate, watching the place where the hook disappeared beneath the edge.
There was a faint scraping sound. Wim stopped.
‘Hang on,’ he said.
He shifted his hands along the pole. Noor watched his sleeve brush the railing. The hook stayed low. The reeds beside the landing stage stirred, and a patch of white appeared at the edge.
‘There!’ Sami said.
Noor saw it too. The roof came a few centimetres further, brighter now it wasn’t all in shadow. Bente put a hand on the back of the bench.
The boat stopped.
Wim didn’t pull harder. He held the pole still and looked at the back of the model. A reed stem slanted above the water. Whenever the boat moved, the stem shook.
‘It’s caught on something,’ Wim said.
Bente pointed from where she stood. ‘The string. There, by the broken bit.’
Noor searched along the roof. At first she saw only a pale line on the water. When it pulled tight, she realised it was above the surface. A thin white string ran from the boat to the broken stem.
‘I can see it,’ she said.
The string was caught round the bend in the reed. Just behind it was an old brown leaf. That was enough to hold the little model. Wind pushed at the roof, but the boat couldn’t go any further.
Wim looked at Bente. ‘Yes, that’s where it’s stuck.’
He let the model drift back a little. The string slackened. Noor lost sight of it at once, though Wim could still follow it from where he stood. The tip of the hook moved by the reed.
A drop fell from the beam.
Then the boat came free.
It turned slowly, back end first. Noor’s hands reached forward without her meaning them to. There was still a whole bench between her and the water. She put them on the crate handles instead.
‘The towel,’ Bente said.
Sami pulled the loose corner out of the way. The crate stayed on the boards. They didn’t have to hold it out over the water for Wim.
Wim brought the model to the clear space beside him and lifted it inside the railing. Water ran down its sides and dripped onto the landing stage. Gently, he lowered the boat onto the towel.
Noor bent down. Here it was, right in front of her, bigger than Friday’s little light. Brown speckles covered the white roof. A leaf was stuck to the front. Behind one window a tiny passenger hung with his nose against the glass.
Bente knelt by the crate.
‘He was sitting up before,’ she said.
‘I think he’d rather be sitting up too,’ Sami said.
Bente ran one finger along the dry rim of the crate. She didn’t touch the passenger yet. Her other hand hovered above the two red boots.
‘They’re both still there.’
The smaller one had slid towards the edge of the roof. Wim steadied the model while Bente carefully lifted the boots off. A pale layer of loosened glue was on the bottom. She put them side by side on a dry corner of the towel.
Two left boots. This close, Noor could see it straight away. She tilted her head to look at the rounded toes.
‘They’re not going back on the roof,’ Bente said.
She was talking to the boots. Noor didn’t say they might never have found the boat otherwise. Bente moved them further from the wet hull.
Wim switched off the lamp. He checked the compartment holding the two batteries and took them out before anyone started drying the model. The faint yellow dot was gone.
‘Dry it first, then check it,’ he said. ‘The light stays off for now.’
Bente nodded. She took the leaf off the front and put it beside a post. Water lay on the deck. The cork beneath the hull was darker than in her photograph from when they were making the boat.
‘It did stay afloat,’ Sami said.
Wim looked underneath. ‘Yes. That bit did its job.’
He freed the white string from the piece of reed still attached to the boat. Its end was curled and dirty. Bente looked, but didn’t tug at it. Wim put it in a little empty bag he had with him.
‘Are we taking this too?’ Noor asked.
Bente looked at the bag. ‘Back to the library. I don’t know if I want it in the exhibition yet.’
Noor tucked the bag under the crate handle so they wouldn’t lose it. She didn’t make a label for it.
The man in overalls picked up his bag again. ‘In time for the exhibition?’
‘Two o’clock,’ Bente said. ‘We still have to clean it.’
‘Better let you get on, then.’
Wim thanked him. Noor and Sami lifted the crate between them, keeping it clear of their legs. Bente put the red boots safely in a little empty box Wim gave her and set it on the dry towel.
Before leaving the landing stage, Noor looked back at the spot where she had crouched. The tapping had stopped. The post and reeds were exactly where they had been.
On the path they waited for two walkers. Sami raised his end of the crate a little and Noor adjusted her grip. The model stayed level. Bente walked close beside them.
‘When we get back, I want to sit that man up first,’ she said. ‘No more nose against the window.’
Noor looked at the little nose behind the glass. ‘I’ll find him somewhere dry.’
Then they walked back to the library.
A Boat and a Map
Farah looked up from a pile of leaflets as they came in, keeping a finger between two pages. Then she saw what was in the crate.
‘You’ve got it.’
Bente nodded. She didn’t take her coat off yet. Sami and Noor put the crate on the low table Farah cleared for them.
‘Under the old landing stage,’ Sami said.
Wim stood the boat hook in the corner. ‘And now it needs a dry harbour.’
Farah fetched newspapers and a roll of kitchen paper. Noor checked the clock above the counter. Nearly eleven. There was time, but not enough to tell the whole story first.
Wim set the model on a clean cloth. Water no longer sloshed across the deck; the towel in the crate was heavy with it. Bente pressed a folded piece of kitchen paper to the boat’s floor. It turned see-through at once.
‘Don’t rub,’ Wim said. ‘You might take the paint off.’
She dabbed again with a dry patch of paper. Noor held the roll and tore off fresh pieces. Sami dropped the wet ones into an empty bucket. When he took a sheet from Noor, it stuck to his hand.
‘You can have this one back,’ he said.
Bente giggled. She put the soggy sheet in the bucket and took a dry one herself.
Wim helped free the passenger leaning against the window. His nose was still in one piece. The chair was crooked on the floor. Bente put the little man on an upturned lid beside the model.
‘He can wait here.’
Noor moved the lid somewhere nobody would catch it with a sleeve. ‘Shall I keep the chair too?’
‘Yes. I want that one.’
The white roof had mostly collected dirt. With her grandad’s help, Bente carefully wiped off the brown speckles. One edge of the paint was damaged. She looked at it for a long time, then put down her cloth.
‘I’ll touch that up later.’
Wim examined the underside and the lamp, still switched off. He put the batteries aside. The light didn’t need to be on that afternoon. Everything had to dry properly first, and he wanted time to check it.
The tiny passenger waited while they cleared the table. Then Bente put his chair back. There was a dry patch where she could fix it with a little glue. Wim held the boat steady. Bente settled the passenger in place, then stood an empty box beside him to stop anyone knocking him by mistake.
‘We’ll leave him alone now,’ she said.
Noor put the box of boots in front of her. Bente opened it and tried them in two places. On the back seat, they would block the window. There was room on the floor beside the captain.
‘There,’ she said. ‘Indoors.’
She placed the two left boots side by side. They didn’t need gluing down again straight away. The boat wasn’t going sailing today.
Wim brought out some new string. The bag with the old string stayed on the table. He fastened the new piece at the front, inspected it and started again. Bente held the boat.
‘The first one was better,’ she said.
Wim tugged the string. ‘This one doesn’t slip as much.’
He fastened it once more, then let Bente try for herself. She pulled firmly while he supported the model. The string held. She looked at the bow, then at her grandad.
‘We’ll test it together next time.’
‘And I’ll fetch my things first,’ Wim said.
He coiled the string loosely in the front of the model. Noor took the map from her coat. One corner had folded over under her zip. She flattened it with a book.
Farah came to ask what they wanted beside the boat.
‘The photo from when we were making it,’ Bente said. ‘And our names. Grandad’s and mine.’
‘Can we put the map there too?’ Noor asked her. ‘So people can see where we looked.’
Bente studied the paper. ‘Yes. Beside the board, not underneath. Then they can see it without lifting the boat.’
Noor took a fresh card for the explanation. Her first sentence was too long. By the time she’d written model ferry, she had filled the line. Sami looked over her shoulder.
‘Smaller writing won’t help,’ he said. ‘Then everyone will have to borrow glasses.’
She turned the card over. This time she only explained the different lines. A solid line meant something they had seen. The boat’s possible route stayed dotted. The flag and wind went by the windmill. The arrow for the usual outflow pointed towards the lock, separate from the route.
Bente drew the card closer. ‘What about your receipt? That’s where you drew it.’
Noor laid the receipt beside the map. It was much smaller and scruffier. You could still see the price of milk on the back.
‘That can stay here until we set everything out,’ she said.
Sami drew a dot by the pumping station and pointed to the correct side of the island. Together they checked that the narrow channel was on the left when you stood there facing the windmill. Noor didn’t add another boat to the map. She drew one little model by the old landing stage, where they’d found it.
Under the photograph of the model she put the card in its holder: Built by Wim and Bente. It really floats. Below it went a short card about finding the model. Before Farah took it away, Noor showed it to Bente.
‘Leave out the bit about the string,’ Bente said.
Noor crossed it out and wrote a clean card. She didn’t ask why. Bente read it again and handed it to Farah herself.
Daan arrived with a bag of bread rolls. They ate at the little table at the back, away from the boat. Noor started to pick up her roll and the map at once, then changed her mind and left the map alone. The cheese landed on her plate instead of in the river.
After eating, they carried their last things to the big table. The boat was dry enough for the blue board. Wim and Bente lifted it off the cloth together. The little passenger stayed upright by his window. The boots were indoors beside the captain.
Noor pushed a card back a little so it didn’t hide the roof. Sami took away the empty bucket. Farah set out the leaflets and opened the door to the entrance hall.
It wasn’t two o’clock yet. Bente sat beside Noor and pulled her sleeves over her hands. She looked at the table, where the blue river had its boat again.
Back Where It Belongs
At two o’clock Farah turned the key. The first visitor had already peered through the window twice. He had come to return a book and hadn’t known about the exhibition.
‘Can I still do that?’ he asked.
‘Please do,’ Farah said. ‘Books are still allowed in.’
Noor stood beside the blue board. Sami had put his chair where he could see the door. Bente was holding a folded piece of kitchen paper nobody needed any more. She tucked it in her pocket as a woman came to the table.
‘I remember that ferry,’ the woman said.
She pointed to the photograph on the noticeboard, hardly looking at the model at first. Wim came to stand beside her. She told him how she used to wait for the ferry with her bicycle, even when she thought she was late already.
‘It didn’t go any faster if you glared at the other bank,’ Wim said.
The woman laughed. They looked at the bicycle in the photograph together. Bente moved closer to the picture of her model being built.
A boy came along the table with his mum. He was shorter than Noor and had to stand on tiptoe to see through the model’s windows. His mum pulled up a chair, but he didn’t want to sit on it.
‘There’s someone in there,’ he said.
‘That’s the passenger,’ Bente said. ‘He’s just been put back in his seat.’
Noor saw her smile. The boy went round the table to see if he could find him from the other side too. Sami moved a leaflet that was hiding the window.
‘Why are the windows so tiny?’ the boy asked.
‘Otherwise it’d be a real boat,’ Sami said.
Bente pointed at the photograph. ‘They were like that on the ferry too. The cabin was mostly for the ferryman.’
The boy looked at Wim, then back at the little cabin. His mum said Wim certainly wouldn’t fit in there now. Wim pulled in his stomach. It didn’t make much difference.
More people arrived. Some leaned close to read the labels. Others lingered by the old photographs. Farah kept having to go back to the counter. She helped someone find a book, with only two clues: it was red, and there was a dog in it.
Noor picked up her receipt to slip it under the blue board. It was too near a mug, and one corner kept curling up.
‘Could we put that on display too?’ Farah asked, coming back. ‘In its own spot beside the map? Then people can see what you drew.’
Noor looked at the crumpled paper. Beside the circle, the line and the red scribble were a crooked windmill sail and a tiny arrow. Where she’d written Friday, her pencil had nearly gone through the paper.
‘Yes. But don’t stick tape on it. It’ll tear.’
Farah fetched a clear sleeve. Noor slipped the receipt inside. There was room at the top to take it out again.
Then Farah asked Bente if she could put the model photograph a little higher, next to the picture of the full-sized ferry.
‘The one with my hand beside the boat,’ Bente said. ‘Not the close-up.’
‘That stays in your folder,’ Farah said.
Bente nodded and helped straighten the label with her name on it. The model’s little captain wore a hat slightly bigger than his head. Noor hadn’t noticed it before.
When someone asked who had painted the windows, she pointed to Bente. Bente showed them how she had made the thin blue edges. She pointed out one window where the paint had gone over the line.
‘It’s at the back,’ she said. ‘But you can see it.’
Noor went round to look. The mark was tiny. She didn’t need to tell Bente it didn’t matter. Bente was just explaining. Then she picked up the photograph to show how the windows compared with the real ones.
At the map, a man held his finger over the narrow channel. ‘So you knew exactly where it was?’
Noor opened her mouth. She looked at the dotted line.
‘No,’ she said. ‘We couldn’t see properly here yesterday. The landing stage was closed. This morning we heard the roof tapping against the beam.’
Sami tapped the table gently with his nail. It sounded louder than it had under the boards. He didn’t do it again.
‘Then we saw the boots,’ Bente said.
The man bent over the model, searching the roof.
‘They’re indoors now,’ she said. ‘Beside the captain.’
He peered through the window. ‘Two left boots?’
‘Yes.’
‘I think I’d have taken those straight off again.’
Bente laughed and turned the model photograph towards him, showing where they had first stood on the roof.
Later Noor grew thirsty. She asked Sami to stay by the map and went behind the counter for water. Daan stood by the window, his hands round an empty mug. Was she still enjoying it?
‘Yes. But people ask a lot of questions.’
‘You don’t have to know everything.’
‘Wim can’t remember who owned that bicycle either.’ She pointed at the old photograph. ‘He says everyone can decide for themselves if it’s theirs.’
Daan looked at the picture and said his bicycle had never been that clean. Noor finished her water. When she went back, Bente had moved her chair over a little. There was room for Noor beside her.
It rained for a while. Dark footprints spread across the entrance mat. Farah put out a bin for wet umbrellas and moved the returned books further from the edge.
The boat sat quietly on its blue river. Its roof wasn’t tapping against anything. The passenger sat upright and the string was coiled at the front. The little bag of old string had stayed in Bente’s bag. She had decided it didn’t need to be on display today.
A man left his wet umbrella in the bin and came to the table. He read the title, looked at the boat, then bent over the clear sleeve beside the map.
His finger hovered above the yellow circle.
‘Is that an egg on toast?’
Sami looked at Noor. Bente looked from the piece of paper to him. Noor took the receipt out of its sleeve and asked Farah for a red pencil.
She put the point beside the little red scribble, holding the crease flat with her other hand. Next to the yellow circle, she drew two tiny boots on the white line.
Bente pushed the box of pencils closer. Noor carefully drew both toes pointing the same way. Then she put the receipt back in its sleeve and laid it beside the boat, leaving room for anyone who wanted to look.
