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A Ticket to the Sky

On the morning of her first shift, Pip put her shoes on the wrong feet.

She noticed halfway down the stairs.

“A difficult way to walk,” Dad said.

“I'm practicing for rough weather.”

He smiled and handed her a piece of toast.

Pip sat on the bottom step to change her shoes. Through the round window, she could see the harbor at Cloudshore. Three floating islands hung above the valley beyond it. Their shadows moved slowly over the fields.

People who lived below sometimes mistook the islands for ordinary clouds.

People who lived on them knew better.

Ordinary clouds did not have chimneys.

Today, Pip was going aboard the Bluebell, the little ferry that carried people between the islands. Her aunt Nell was its captain.

Pip had ridden on the ferry before. She had eaten biscuits in its cabin and fallen asleep on its benches.

But today she would be helping.

She was seven. Seven seemed old enough to do something useful on a boat.

She just did not know what.

Dad folded a scarf around her neck. “Listen to your aunt. Stay inside the rails. And remember your lunch.”

Pip lifted her bag.

“Cheese sandwich. Apple. Two biscuits.”

“Excellent. A captain can face almost anything with two biscuits.”

“I'm not the captain.”

“A helper, then.”

They walked down the wooden steps to the harbor. The Bluebell floated beside the dock, bobbing on a thick stream of pale cloud.

She had a blue hull, a cream sail, and a round cabin with windows like surprised eyes. A brass bell hung beside the wheel.

Aunt Nell stood on deck wearing a yellow coat. Her gray braid reached halfway down her back.

“Morning, Pip! Ready to join the crew?”

Pip nodded.

“I can ring the bell.”

“Sometimes. What else?”

“Carry very important things.”

“Certainly. Anything else?”

Pip thought of the captains in her books. They pointed at storms and shouted words like onward.

“I can shout.”

“That may come in handy if I sit on a bee.”

Aunt Nell lowered the boarding plank.

“Mostly, I need someone who notices things.”

Pip climbed aboard. The boat smelled of polished wood, warm rope, and the peppermint tea her aunt always carried.

On a hook beside the cabin door hung a small blue vest.

“For me?” Pip asked.

“For you. It keeps our helpers easy to see.”

Pip put it on. The pockets were enormous.

Inside one, she found a pencil stub. Inside the other was a smooth white button.

“Treasure,” she said.

“Or my coat button,” said Aunt Nell. “I've been looking for that since Tuesday.”

Pip gave it back.

Dad waved from the dock. She waved back proudly, wearing her very own blue vest.

Then Aunt Nell handed her a clipboard.

“First job. Count the cushions.”

Pip looked at the cushions lined up on the cabin bench.

It was not quite the grand adventure she had imagined.

Still, she counted them twice.

One cushion had a little split along its seam. Pip turned it over, then turned it back.

Should she mention it? Captains probably had more important things to think about than cushions.

She carried it to Aunt Nell anyway.

“This one is losing a bit of its inside.”

A tuft of stuffing poked out like a white tongue.

“Then we'll use the spare cover,” her aunt said. “In the drawer beside the cups.”

Pip found the cover and helped tuck the cushion inside. The stuffing disappeared.

“First repair of the day,” said Aunt Nell.

Pip glanced up at the sail. She had imagined ship repairs would involve hammers and enormous planks.

This one had mostly involved a pillowcase.

She added a small tick beside CUSHIONS on her clipboard.

Perhaps useful jobs came in more sizes than she had expected.
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Six Cushions and a Cabbage

There were six cushions, five cups, and one cabbage aboard the Bluebell.

Pip was quite sure about the cabbage.

It sat in a basket by the cabin door, wearing a paper label.

“Is that a passenger?” she asked.

“Parcel,” said Aunt Nell. “For Mrs. Moss on Button Rock.”

“Does it need a ticket?”

“Only if it asks for a seat.”

Pip wrote CABBAGE on the clipboard.

The morning passengers began to arrive. First came a tall woman with a sleeping baby. Then came Mr. Finch, who repaired musical instruments, and his grandson, Ollo.

Ollo was about Pip's age. He wore red glasses and carried a map rolled beneath one arm.

Mr. Finch carried a wooden case with a handle.

“What's in there?” Pip asked.

“A small organ,” he said. “For tonight's Lantern Harbor celebration.”

“A body organ?”

Ollo laughed. “A music organ.”

His grandfather opened the case just enough to show a row of little pipes and a folding keyboard.

“It plays when you pump the bellows,” he said. “Air goes in. Music comes out.”

“Like my uncle,” Ollo added. “Except his music is snoring.”

Pip laughed too.

They put the case under a bench and fastened its strap. Aunt Nell checked that every parcel was secure. She showed Pip the low storage box for loose bags.

“Anything rolling about becomes a nuisance when the wind changes.”

Pip tucked her lunch inside.

The tall woman sat down with her baby. One window clicked softly against its frame.

Pip noticed the baby twitch each time it clicked.

She looked at the catch. It was not quite closed.

“May I fix that?” she asked her aunt.

Aunt Nell checked it with her. Pip pressed the catch firmly into place.

The clicking stopped. The baby slept on.

“Good noticing,” said the woman.

Pip's ears warmed pleasantly.

Ollo spread his map on the table. It showed the islands like green buttons sewn onto blue cloth. Curving lines marked the safe cloud lanes between them.

“Cloudshore to Button Rock,” he said, tracing the route. “Then Bell Island. Then Lantern Harbor. Easy.”

“Usually,” Aunt Nell said.

She tapped a small drawing near the edge of the map. It looked like a crescent moon lying on its back.

LISTENING BAY.

“If the main lane is blocked, there's a sheltered route around here. Longer, but quiet.”

“No houses,” Ollo said. “Nothing there.”

“Not everything worth visiting has a house.”

Aunt Nell went to the wheel. She checked the wind ribbon tied above it. The narrow cloth streamed toward the valley.

“Ready?”

Pip stood by the bell.

Her aunt nodded.

Pip rang it once.

The note rolled over the dock. Aunt Nell loosened the mooring line, and the Bluebell moved into the cloud lane.

Pip felt the deck rise beneath her shoes.

The whole sky seemed to open.

Behind her, the cabbage remained very calm.

Ollo reached for his map as it lifted at one corner. Pip caught the other side.

“We need something to hold it down,” he said.

She looked around. The cabbage basket was too large. The cups might fall over. Her pencil was too light.

Then she remembered the small clips holding the passenger list beside the door.

“Could we borrow two of those?” she asked Aunt Nell.

Her aunt nodded. “The spare ones in the drawer.”

They clipped the map to a board from Ollo's bag.

“There,” he said. “A map that stays where you put it.”

Pip wished the same could be said for her stomach.

The ferry was lifting now, following the cloud lane around the harbor wall. She watched Dad's waving arm become a tiny moving dot.

Then she turned toward the open sky.
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Button Rock

At first, Pip held the cabin doorframe with both hands.

She knew the ferry could float. She had been on it before.

Knowing did not stop her stomach from giving a little hop when the dock disappeared behind them.

Below the clouds, fields lay in green and gold squares. A river curved between them like a loose silver ribbon.

Above, the cream sail filled with wind.

The Bluebell moved forward with a soft wooden creak.

“You can sit while you get your sky legs,” Aunt Nell said.

Pip sat on the nearest bench.

Ollo stood beside the window, holding his map.

“I don't get sky legs,” he said.

At that moment, the ferry dipped gently. He sat down rather suddenly beside her.

“Sometimes I get sky knees.”

Pip moved a cushion between them so the map could lie flat.

Soon Button Rock appeared ahead. It was a small island with six houses, a duck pond, and an apple tree growing sideways from a stone wall.

The dock curled around its edge.

Mrs. Moss stood waiting in a knitted hat. A round white dog sat on her shoe.

Aunt Nell brought the ferry alongside and tied it firmly before lowering the plank.

“Parcel helper,” she called.

Pip fetched the cabbage basket.

It was heavier than she expected. She carried it with both arms while Aunt Nell stood beside the plank.

Mrs. Moss clapped her hands.

“Wonderful! My soup was going to be mostly water.”

The dog sniffed the basket and looked disappointed.

“He's called Custard,” Mrs. Moss explained. “He was hoping for sausage.”

Pip scratched Custard behind one ear after asking permission.

The woman with the baby stepped ashore. Pip handed her the folded blanket from the bench.

“I nearly forgot that,” the woman said. “Thank you.”

Another useful thing noticed.

Mrs. Moss gave Aunt Nell a mailbag and a small tin of oat cakes for the crew.

“Any trouble in the lanes?” Aunt Nell asked.

“The western wind has been jumpy. And there's been singing under the island.”

Ollo looked up from his map.

“Under it?”

Mrs. Moss nodded.

“Deep, humming songs. Cloud whales, I expect. They often pass this way when the weather turns.”

Pip had seen cloud whales only from a distance. They were huge silver shapes moving through the mist, as quiet as thoughts.

“Could we see one?” she asked.

“Maybe,” said Aunt Nell. “We give them plenty of room.”

As they prepared to leave, Custard planted his front paws on the plank.

“Not today,” Mrs. Moss told him. “You have a cabbage to supervise.”

The dog sat down again.

Pip helped check the cabin. Blanket returned. Basket delivered. Mailbag secure.

Three small jobs, all finished.

When Aunt Nell rang the departure bell, Pip was watching the pale clouds below Button Rock.

Something underneath them hummed.

She leaned toward the sound, keeping both feet safely on the deck.

It came once more.

Then it was gone.
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