The Light in the Reeds
A missing ferry and two very small boots
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A Light with No House
“One more book and you’re carrying your own bag,” said Sami.
Noor put the book about otters in her bag anyway. She was ten, exactly the same age as Sami, but she was allowed to carry three books at a time on his bike rack. According to Sami, this required a special permit.
They got off their bikes at the bridge. The evenings were getting dark early. Behind them, the librarian switched on the outside light. Across the water, the reeds were already in shadow.
A little amber light appeared among them.
“Someone fishing,” said Sami.
The light vanished, then came back a little further along. Noor leaned against the bridge railing. She couldn't see a fishing rod, or anyone's head, or a full-sized boat. Just a bright spot hanging above the water.
“A fish with a torch,” Sami corrected himself.
“Then it's holding it upside down.” Beneath the light, another bright patch trembled, much longer and thinner.
Noor fetched her dad, who was waiting for them outside the library. He shone his bike light across the water, but the reeds were too thick to see through. They stayed on the bridge.
“We can look again in daylight,” he said. “Dinner's ready.”
Just before they left, the light moved to the left, towards the dark shape of the windmill. For a moment Noor saw a white edge, with something red above it. Then a clump of reeds hid everything.
At home, she drew it on the back of a receipt: yellow circle, white line, red thing. Dad looked over her shoulder. “An egg on toast?”
“A clue.”
She folded the receipt and tucked it under her watch. Sami was coming back with her tomorrow. Even if her book-carrying permit had expired.
The Missing Boat
The next morning, a notice in the library window said MISSING BOAT. Underneath was a photograph of a little ferry with a white roof and an amber lamp at the front.
“Our egg,” said Sami.
A girl with a smear of paint on her sleeve was sitting at the reading table. Her name was Bente. Her grandad was collecting empty coffee cups in a crate. On the table stood a wooden board painted with a blue river. There was a dusty rectangle in the middle.
“That's where it goes,” Bente said. “For the exhibition this afternoon. Grandad used to work on the real ferry.”
The model was about as long as Noor's forearm. Bente had painted the windows and made tiny passengers. Her grandad had fitted a lamp powered by two batteries.
“We tried it out at the landing stage yesterday,” she told them. “It floated perfectly. But the string wasn't tied to the landing stage properly.”
Her grandad had gone home for his long boat hook. By the time he got back, the model had drifted into the reeds. Bente had searched along the path until it was dark.
“I saw it!” Noor put her receipt beside the photograph. “Near the bridge. And there was something red on top.”
Bente sat up. “The boots! I glued them to the roof, as if someone had left them there to dry. Only I made two left boots by mistake.”
“That settles it,” said Sami. “A fish would only need one.”
Bente laughed, but then looked back at the empty river. “Grandad thinks it's drifted towards the lock.”
Outside, her grandad was waiting with the boat hook. Noor showed him exactly where the light had been. He looked from the bridge to the lock, which lay in the opposite direction.
“Then we'll try over there first,” he said.
They phoned Noor's dad to explain where they were going. Sami tightened the straps around the book bag. This time he was carrying a crate with a towel in it too. For a boat, Noor hoped.
The Wrong Direction
The path ran beside the water, with a strip of flattened grass between the paving stones and the bank. Grandad carried the boat hook over his shoulder. The children kept to the path.
Everything looked different in daylight. Among the reeds were leaves, a ball and a broken stalk that kept tapping against a post. There was no sign of a white roof.
“Perhaps it's sunk,” Bente said.
Grandad shook his head. There was a thick layer of cork underneath the model. It should float even with water inside it.
They walked on to the little pumping station. Here the water divided around an island of reeds. To the right it was wide and open. To the left, a narrow channel led to the old landing stage.
Grandad looked right. “If they've opened the lock—”
“Wait,” Noor said. She had unfolded the receipt again. The light had moved to the left. Away from the lock, towards the windmill: she had seen its sails just above it.
Sami turned round. The flag by the windmill was stretched out in the wind, pointing the same way it had the evening before.
“The boat's got quite a tall roof,” he said. “Wouldn't the wind catch it? My lunch bag blew that way yesterday. With my sandwich still in it.”
They looked at the narrow channel. A dead leaf was sliding slowly into it. Grandad nodded. “Could be. No need to guess, though. This path takes us to the landing stage.”
When they reached it, Bente looked under the boards. Then she straightened. “Listen.”
There was a faint tap. Then another. It wasn't the reed knocking against the post; they had left that well behind.
Noor knelt in the middle of the broad landing stage, behind the railing. Through a gap between two boards, she could see something red moving against a wooden beam.
“Two left boots,” she whispered.
Back Where It Belongs
The ferry was trapped beneath the outer edge of the landing stage. Whenever a ripple crossed the water, its roof knocked against the beam. The lamp was still on, though you could barely see it in daylight.
“Don't reach underneath,” Grandad said. “I can get it from here.”
The children moved behind the bench to give him room. With the boat hook, he gently nudged the model towards the opening beside the landing stage.
But it stopped short. A reed stalk lay across the back of it.
“The string's caught!” Bente pointed. Now Noor could see it too: a thin white thread pulled tight between the boat and the reeds.
Grandad lowered the hook. “Well spotted.” He pushed the model back a little, loosening the string. Then he used the tip of the hook to lift it over the broken stalk.
Sami held the crate ready. Grandad drew the ferry towards him and set it on the towel. Water sloshed across the deck. One of the passengers had fallen face first against a window.
Bente lifted the red boots off the roof. The glue had come loose. “These are staying indoors from now on.”
Back in the library, she dabbed the deck with kitchen paper. Sami blew gently through the open doorway. Noor found the fallen passenger and put him back in his window seat.
Grandad switched off the lamp. Then he tied a new string to the front of the boat. He redid the knot twice and asked Bente to give it a good tug.
Just before the exhibition opened, the ferry was back on its blue river. Bente put the boots beside the captain. “He's probably used to having two left feet.”
Noor slipped her receipt under the board so it wouldn't blow away.
“Could we put that on display too?” the librarian asked. “Then people can see how you found it.”
A man carrying a wet umbrella bent over the drawing. He pointed to the yellow circle above the white line.
“Is that an egg on toast?”
Sami looked at Noor. She took back the receipt, picked up a pencil and carefully added two red boots.
