Aidan and Sophie
By Riitta Jalonen

Illustrated by Kristiina Louhi

Original Work: Aatos ja Sophia
Text © 2010 Riitta Jalonen

Images © Kristiina Louhi, 2010 

Published by Tammi Publishers Ltd. 
40 pages

Sample translation by Owen F. Witesman

Translation Copyright © 2010

All Rights Reserved

For rights inquiries, please contact:

Karoliina Timonen
Foreign Rights Manager
Tel. + 358 40 591 6532 | karoliina@ahlbackagency.com


Elina Ahlbäck Literary Agency Ltd.
Korkeavuorenkatu 37

FI-00130 HELSINKI 

FINLAND
Website: www.ahlbackagency.com
Aidan and Sophie
NAMES THAT STICK TOGETHER
Sophie had on the same clothes as on her birthday. Her shoes are too nice, Aidan thought, glancing at his own trainers. I can run fast in these. Still, Sophie might win because no one wants to lose too many times in a row.

The finish line was always the same striped plastic stick. The road construction crew had left it swaying in the wind on the edge of the gravel pit. The shine of Sophie’s patent leather shoes faded immediately when she drew the starting line in the sand.

“Ready, set, go!” Aidan yelled, and Sophie took off running. They ran three circuits around the bottom of the gravel pit. This had been the setup since the beginning of the summer. Sophie’s long braids beat against her back. One of the bobbles was ready to come loose from her hair; it might fly over the gravel slopes and soar toward the old folks’ home. The men and women sitting in the swing in the yard would think it was a blue bird.

Aidan sped up to run side-by-side with Sophie. The bobble had stayed in her hair so far.

Sophie mad it to the plastic stick first and shouted her name as a sign that she was the winner. When Aidan yelled his own name, the names stuck together. But Aidan didn’t say anything about it.

Sophie bounced up and down as if she were on a trampoline. Her patent leather shoes were not at all shiny anymore and stripes of dirt had formed on her white bobby socks. Aidan knew that Sophie would join in sliding down the slopes of the gravel pit without any cajoling, but he oughtn’t suggest such a thing. Father and Mother had warned against coming to the gravel pit, and climbing on the hills was absolutely forbidden.

“Those are dangerous,” Aidan said, indicating the high walls flowing down around them.

“Yes, I know we aren’t allowed to go there,” Sophie answered and then shook her hair, finally causing the bobble to fall out. Aidan grabbed the round wooden ball from the ground. 

“Can I have this?”
“Of course. I have more than I can count at home just like that.”
Aidan shoved the gift into the pocket of his pants. He could hide it at home in the drawer of his writing desk.

Sophie skipped back to the center of the gravel pit. The gravel dust was getting on her skirt now too. Her hair swung back and forth. Aidan would have liked to touch it.

We can be together, just the two of us, all summer, Aidan thought. When school started in the autumn, Sophie would move over to spending time with the girls. They would gather in a big group and talk amongst themselves and pretend not to notice even if you walked by over and over. 

Sophie doesn’t know anywhere close to everything, Aidan though. He didn’t not tell her about the dream he saw where Sophie was sitting on a swing in the middle of the park and Aidan was pushing her.

SON OF A FRUIT

Grandfather and grandmother were sitting on the sofa examining an old photograph with curled edges. The entire picture had a reddish cast.

“The colors in old pictures change so easily,” Grandfather fretted. “But see how I look—a real hippie,” he laughed, pointing at the big boy in the picture.

“Is that you here next to him?” Aidan asked Grandmother.

“Indeed it is. This picture is from our first lift trip to Lapland. Look how short my skirt is. That didn’t take much fabric to make!”
Aidan looked at the top of his grandfather’s head. In the picture Grandfather had long hair, but now it had all worn away.

“You clothes are in fashion again,” Mother said, squinting closely at the picture.

“It was on that trip that our love began,” Grandfather recalled. “And your father is the fruit of that love,” he added.

Aidan decided never to tell Sophie that he was the son of a love fruit, even though hearing it was pleasant.

STRENGTH OF WILL

Aidan squeezed his eyes shut. A pink veil covered Grandfather and Grandmother, and they became the people in the photograph. In the picture Grandmother had hair as long as Sophie’s. Her hair was decorated with a colorful ribbon. 

They were straight out of the old movies Mother and Father liked to watch when they needed to forget things at work. 

“Come sit here in the middle,” Grandmother suggested.

He couldn’t tell them that was the very spot where the photo’s cardboard sign read LAPLAND in big letters.

When Grandfather lifted his arm onto the sofa’s backrest behind Grandmother’s back, Aidan perked up. They might be about to kiss each other. Father and Mother often did that on the sofa. Beforehand it was impossible to guess at what moment it will happen.

People learned by imitating, his teacher had explained in school. Mother and Father must have imitated Grandmother and Grandfather. Aidan concentrated on keeping his eyes on the newly young elderly couple. Mother often spoke of the strength of will because she did all sorts of things using the strength it gave.
Mother had said that the strength of will is strongest in a person when he only thinks of one thing.

Aidan had tried many times already: he had stared at Sophie in the school yard, hoping she would notice him, but it hardly ever worked. If no one had been there to see, Aidan would have liked to walk over to Sophie and give her a kiss on the cheek, but that had never happened yet, even though he had made it to within a meter of her, struggling with himself the whole way.
You can’t give up—Mother repeated that all the time too. Aidan meant to try again soon.

Grandfather and Grandmother were really quite old, even though they thought they are uncommonly young grandparents. They should exchange a kiss right about now. What a strange phrase, “exchange a kiss.” He could suggest to Sophie that they exchange kisses. You give me yours, and I’ll give you mine. Perhaps Sophie would understand words better than the strength of will alone, even though Mother thought that it had the most strength when it was unseen.

BABY HEDGEHOG
Aidan thought it was easy to be rolled up flat. Sophie also crouched down, making herself as small as possible. His nose rubbed against his knee when Aidan set off walking almost like a worm. Sophie could not get as close to the ground as Aidan and wanted to turn into a giant after only a few meters. 

When Aidan stood up, his hands touched the sky. He looked at the trunks of the trees; the pine trees stood stick-straight on the hillside, showing how it is done.
He dropped his hands and turned into a person. Grandfather had said once that during his life he had seen more trees than people because he was born in the country far from any large village and as a child played mostly in the forest.

Aidan was startled when he almost stepped on some small animal. It had curled up at the edge of the path.

They both stared at the small gray-brown lump frozen still on the ground.

“It’s afraid,” Sophie said and then explained to the creature that it didn’t need to be because they were nice giants. Aidan grabbed a stick from the path and moved it carefully next to the animal. Sophie stopped humming.

“I’m just checking if it’s dead or alive. It won’t hurt it.”
“It’s just a baby,” Sophie whispered. “It’s awfully stripy.”
“This is a rock, not a real animal.”
Aidan rolled the rock over.

“So we didn’t find anything good after all,” Sophie said.

“But we found a great rock,” Aidan said, clenching the rock in his hand. He wanted the baby hedgehog all for himself.

WATER NYMPH

Sophie climbed down out of the tree. Aidan saw her from far away and noticed how her hair was getting caught in a branch of the spruce tree. He ran to help and twirled the hair free.

“What should we do?” Sophie asked, freeing the needles from her hair by running her hands through it.

“I can braid your hair like usual.”
“How will we hold it in place?”
Aidan walked off toward a willow thicket and ripped some bark off in long strips. Fingernails are good tools. They managed to rip off many pieces of bark, which they were able to roll into a long piece of twine.

Sophie sat on a stump, using it as a hairdresser’s chair, and Aidan divided her hair into two parts. He had seen how Sophie’s mother did this. Both parts should be separated into three equal bundles.

“Braid it just like braiding bread,” Sophie instructed. “You have baked, haven’t you?”
“I have indeed,” Aidan answered, trying to do it right. The hardest part was weaving the bark ribbon into the hair—the twine was slippery and slid around.

“It’s coming out well,” Sophie said, even though neither of the braids was done yet.

“I’ll have to do an overhand knot,” Aidan said when one of the braids was more-or-less together.

“Go ahead.”
Aidan measured the finished braid against her back. It extended to the bottom of her sweater. Once he saw Sophie swim with her hair loose.
“Water nymph,” Aidan said accidentally.

“What did you say?”
“There are water nymphs in this one picture book,” Aidan answered, beginning tying the other braid.

MOSQUITOES ARE BORN IN DROPS OF WATER

“This is where mosquitoes are born,” Aidan explained to Sophie, pointing at the prow of the lake. Suojärvi Lake was shaped like a boat and had a prow that rose above the soft clumps of grass of the swamp. They continued along the boardwalk to their destination. Aidan walked ahead, watching to make sure Sophie did not slip off the side.

Before the prow, the boardwalk widened into a platform. A lookout tower had been built there for bird watchers.

There were mosquitoes buzzing around, but the right place was not visible until they got all the way there.

“That is where they are born,” Aidan said when they stopped at the end of the pier. He motioned around them with his hand. They were surrounded by water and swamp hummocks. 

“What are they born from?” Sophie asked, staring out into the swamp.

“Drops of water. Dozens of mosquitoes are born from one drop.”
“It seems like an awful lot of them have been born lately,” Sophie said, waving her hands.

“You don’t have to be afraid of them; the newborns don’t sting.”
Sophie stopped waving. She would have liked to see how a drop of water turned into a mosquito, but that didn’t work out on this excursion.

“We have to come a lot of times because you can’t know when the right birth time is beforehand,” Aidan said, hoping that Sophie would want to come out again tomorrow.

When they headed back, he said to Sophie that they were taking mosquitoes along with them because people had to be the ones to carry the mosquitoes on from Suojärvi.

“So was it you who spread them into our yard?” Sophie asked. Aidan couldn’t help declaring that he was the one who showed the mosquitoes the path to the world of men.

“I don’t believe everything you say. You make things up,” Sophie said, but she did not look cross.

A WEIGHTY ROOM

Mother could not stand to throw anything old away. The attic was the heaviest room in the whole house. Aidan was home alone watching television in the living room, fearing that the attic had become so heavy that it would fall on him.

The attic was above the living room. Aidan investigated this first himself and then double-checked with Father. Mother would never stop collecting our old stuff and other people’s as well. Father said so again last week when in the entryway appeared an armchair that they were forbidden to sit in. The chair’s arm rests would have separated from their joints immediately.

Mother brought home dangerous things that Aidan intended to show to Sophie one day. Perhaps that would be the day the ceiling of the living room would collapse, and he can prove that his house is sometimes just as dangerous a place as the gravel pit.

Aidan turned off the television and got up to look out the window into the garden. The old maple had pushed one of its branches out away from the others. Aidan had been under that tree after a downpour. The great leaves folded their edges into cups and collected drops of water. It had been autumn and the water cups had turned into yellow, orange, and red lamps. There had been so much kaleidoscope color that you had to squint your eyes.

The stairs leading to the attic creaked. They might give way under foot at any moment. When Aidan opened the attic door, he first noticed a divan. It slept away every day in the middle of the floor. At night it stayed up and tiptoed around the attic, sniffing at all the other things that mother had stored away.

The divan was covered with greenish-yellow velvet. You could not call it a sofa, because according to Mother a sofa and a divan differ from each other in the same way a tea cup differs from a coffee cup. Mother knew those sorts of things and if she did not, she looked in a book and checked.

Next winter Mother had promised to recover the divan with green fabric. Then it could move down from the stuffy attic into the living room. Aidan went to lie on the divan—suddenly he was on the back of a wild animal because the divan had the feet of a lion.

He saw from the attic window that Sofia was waiting in the yard under the maple. Sunlight shone through the green leaves; now they weren’t bent into lanterns. 

Aidan loped down the stairs, but had to pause on the porch.

Aidan’s feet felt strange as he walked toward the maple and Sophie, as if he were trying the first time with wooden legs, all the time afraid of falling. Luckily the wooden legs disappeared just as Aidan asked, “Shall we exchange kisses?”
“Why not.” Sophie said, looking straight into his eyes.
