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The Letter

APRIL WOOD CAME FACE-TO-FACE with the polar bear exactly three weeks after she had arrived on Bear Island. But before that, she had to get to Bear Island in the first place, and that journey began approximately four months earlier.

Up until that point, there had been a normality to April’s everyday life, although she was the first to admit it was a rather odd kind of normality. Her father worked as a scientist in a nearby university, where he spent his days researching weather patterns. Like the weather, he came and left the house at the most unpredictable of times—sometimes he’d get home at eleven p.m. or he would leave just when she got home from school. He worked random weekends but would have three days off in the week. Even then he would shut himself in his study and bury his face in dusty old books with writing so tiny it made your eyes hurt just to read them. When April brought him a pot of tea or his dinner, he would shake his head, take off his glasses, and look at her curiously, as if he had completely forgotten he had a daughter. “Oh,” he would say. “Thank you . . . April.”

Then he would put his head back down and chew the top of his pen, and she would gently close the study door behind her.

April was only four when her mother died, and whenever she thought of her, it was like thinking of a lovely summer vacation she’d once been on. Her father hadn’t remarried, and it showed in the house. It was tall and thin and looked ever so slightly unhappy around the edges, and inside it always felt cold. There was a thin layer of dust coating everything, and a horrible feeling of something missing—a feeling that April never quite knew how to put into words.

And so she spent most of her time in the backyard, where, in the wild, unkempt bramble bush, a family of urban foxes lived. She was fascinated by one in particular who she called Braveheart, because he seemed bolder than the others and because once he’d almost allowed her to feed him some strawberries from her hand. Time spent in the yard whizzed by and was only interrupted by school. April didn’t like school, or the girls at the school didn’t like her. She didn’t know whether it was because she smelled of fox or the fact that she was the smallest girl in her class or even that she cut her own hair with a pair of garden shears. Either way, April didn’t mind too much because she preferred animals to humans anyway. They were just kinder.

Then the letter arrived.

April was eating a bowl of cornflakes cross-legged on the floor while on the other side of the living room, her father dangled a piece of toast dripping with marmalade over today’s newspaper. It was the end of November, and April raced to the door when the mail landed with a thud on the mat. Maybe it would be a Christmas card from Granny Apples? She not only liked to send her cards early but was also her favorite grandmother because she smelled of warm sugary pastry and lived next to the sea.

There were no Christmas cards, but there was a big fat envelope marked OFFICIAL GOVERNMENT BUSINESS and it was postmarked Norway.

She placed it by her father’s toast, and he absentmindedly picked it up to take a bite. When he realized what it was, a funny look passed over his face, as if someone had cast a magic spell into his eyes.

“What is it?” she asked him.

“We’re going to the Arctic Circle,” he said, opening the letter and blinking fast. “I got the job. I didn’t think I would, to be honest—I thought they would choose someone local. But apparently my research paper on the scientific study of atmosphere swayed them. It’s a weather station on a small island about a day’s boat journey away from the coast of Norway.”

April hopped up and down before answering. “What kind of island? How many people live there?”

“Ah.” He looked down sheepishly. “It’s not that kind of island. In fact . . . there won’t be anyone there but us.”

“Just us two?” Something fizzy rushed through her. “On an island all alone?”

He leaned forward in his chair. “Think of the adventures we will have. We’ll be like Scott of the Antarctic. The island is nothing like here—it’s got inland lakes, mountains, streams. Imagine it, April. It’s the last great unknown. There’ll be no cars, trains, planes. No roads even! It’s pure, untouched wilderness.”

He didn’t need to say anything more, because her heart was already racing ahead. Not only would they be in the Arctic Circle, they would also have all this time together. Just them. They would be able to do so many things—like building snowmen, sledding down mountains, and—

“Of course, my work there will be very important,” Dad added with his most serious face, and her insides crumpled the tiniest bit.

“What will you be doing?”

“The Norwegian government wants a more accurate representation of how global warming is affecting the Arctic region, so I’ll be monitoring the data over a six-month period.”

April knew a lot about melting ice caps, and along with fox hunting, it was one of the things that made her feel both angry and useless at the same time.

“And my school?” she asked.

“April,” he said, leaning forward. “Six months in the Arctic will teach you more than six years at school ever will.”

She took a second look at him. His eyes were bright, and there were two pink spots of color on his cheeks. The feeling fizzed through her again.

“When do we go?!”

Of course, not everyone was as excited. Granny Apples phoned at least three times a day to tell them how irresponsible they were being. What about the freezing cold temperatures, the waves as tall as skyscrapers, the killer walruses with sharp tusks she’d seen in one of those David Attenborough documentaries, or the dangers of an island where there was no hospital, no doctor, or even anybody else at all who could help them should they get into trouble.

It just wasn’t right for a girl of eleven, she said. Especially such a sensitive girl as April who, thanks to her father, was feral enough already. How could he possibly think going away to a deserted island—and not even a warm one at that—was in her best interests?

But Dad was stubborn when he wanted to be and just pretended to be deaf.

“For goodness’ sake, Edmund,” she bellowed at him in frustration. “It’s called Bear Island. What if she gets eaten?”

Although he tried to reassure her that there were no bears on Bear Island, Granny Apples refused to listen.

“If you see a polar bear, April,” she said, “remember to RUN.”

So it was that on April 1, they started the first leg of their journey. They were to fly to Oslo, then change planes and head to a small town called Tromsø—and from there a boat journey to Bear Island. As the plane took off and turned its nose north, April pressed her face to the window and looked down on her disappearing home.

This was it.

They were headed to the Arctic Circle.
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Bear Island

“YOU KNOW your father is mad?”

April jumped at the sudden noise, bashing her elbow against the metal railing. The seagull she’d been feeding out of her hand with oat biscuit crumbs flew off with an indignant squawk. At her side was a boy she’d last heard swearing loudly dockside at Tromsø as he lifted Dad’s entire Mozart collection and record player onto the slightly rusty Norwegian cargo ship they had found to take them to Bear Island. He was the captain’s son and perhaps two or three years older than her. Up close, he smelled of brine and engine juice and something else she couldn’t identify. But then again, everything had been different—wilder and emptier—since they’d left, so perhaps he didn’t smell unusual at all.

But still. That didn’t make his words acceptable, and they definitely didn’t justify a reply. Not only that, she didn’t trust herself to speak as the peanut butter sandwich she’d eaten earlier was perilously close to coming back up again.

“I would lie down if I were you,” the boy instructed, and pointed to the bench that sat tucked under the bow. “It will help with the seasickness.”

April looked at the hard wooden bench dubiously. But after another violent heave, she edged toward it and lay down so all she could see was sky. Tucked down here, she was at least shielded from the unrelenting wind that stung her face red raw. She expected the boy to disappear, but instead he sat quietly at the end of the bench and picked the dirt out from under his fingernails.

“He’s not mad,” she said when her stomach finally started to feel less queasy. “He’s a scientist.”

“That is even worse,” the boy said, turning to face her.

“My father says the weather station on the island has been staffed since 1918.”

“Yes! But not by a . . . girl.”

“I don’t know why you have to say ‘girl’ in that tone of voice.” April sat up indignantly. “Just because I’m not a boy doesn’t mean I’m weak. I once climbed the horse chestnut tree in our backyard right to the very top so I could rescue our next-door neighbor’s cat!”

The boy didn’t reply. Instead, he laughed one of those big belly laughs and spanned his arms to indicate the huge expanse of mottled sky, the rough tumbling seas, and the feeling like they weren’t even on Earth at all. “What do you know about this part of the world?” he asked once he had finished laughing. “Have you ever been this far north?”

“I know you are a rude boy,” said April. “And I know if I were in your shoes, I would be a lot more helpful about what to expect. Besides, I’m not scared of the unknown.”

Something in his face softened. “Tör,” he said, holding out his hand. “Don’t mind us. My father and I spend so long at sea, we forget how to be human.”

“April. April Wood.”

She shook his hand. It felt like old rope but strangely comforting too. Like a hand that could pull her out of trouble.

“Is it dangerous?” she asked in a quiet voice.

“It is wild,” said Tör. “And all wild things are dangerous.”

“But there are no polar bears?”

Tör shook his head. “Not for years. But why the sad face? Polar bears are not friendly animals. They are not pets. They’ll eat a girl like you alive.”

April pretended to stare at the sea rather than look at his silly grin.

“I don’t understand your trick with the seagull.”

“What trick?” April turned back to face him.

“How you got it to eat out of your hand.”

“It’s not a trick,” she said, bristling at the assumption. “I’ve just learned how to make animals feel safe with me.”

Tör raised an eyebrow, but something in his face invited conversation.

“It’s about listening to them,” she explained, touching her heart. “Here.”

“You’re different,” he said.

“So I’m not just a girl, then?”

Tör smiled, and it was such a wide-open smile that April couldn’t help but grin back. “When you are on the island, you won’t be able to leave. You know that, don’t you?” he said, lowering his tone. “Not until we come in six months to pick you up.”

April had the sense there was something else. She was clever at hiding the things she really wanted to say, especially around her father, and had a sixth sense for when someone else was doing the same. She waited for him to say it, because whatever it was, she would rather know. But in the end, he pulled out a pencil stub from his jacket and scrawled his number on the back of an envelope he had stuffed in his pocket.

“Bear Island is a hard place. You be careful, April Wood,” he said. “And if you ever need me at all, just call this number.”

She couldn’t imagine why she would need him, but she tucked it into her coat pocket just in case. Then she watched as he rejoined his fellow crew members, who, with their strong sturdy limbs, weather-cracked hands, and stoic faces, made her father look like he was made of parchment. Since the ship had left port, he had shut himself into their cabin and surrounded himself with books to prepare himself for his new job. And because she knew he didn’t want to be disturbed and because the cabin smelled of mackerel, she settled back down on the bench and fell asleep.

“Land ho!” The call echoed throughout the ship like the way a church bell calls out a wedding. “Land ho!”

April pulled herself upward, her head groggy with dreams, and then had to blink twice to make sure she was seeing correctly. Standing before her on deck was Tör, with his palm outstretched and a hunk of bread sitting on it. As he gazed skyward, his face carried the kind of hopeful expression she’d worn on her first day at school. Something in it made her lean toward him.

“You need to hold your body a bit lighter and stop holding your breath.”

“Like this?” he asked as he dropped his shoulders and let his arm relax.

“More from the inside,” April instructed. “As if you’re made of water. How it’s all soft and gentle. That’s it. Nice and easy. Now don’t move. He’s right there above you. Quiet now and—”

“Tör!” the captain yelled across the deck, and the seagull squawked as it shot into the sky. April shied backward. She didn’t know what to make of the captain, who was unlike anyone she’d ever met before. “I hope you’re not distracting our guests,” he said, taking a curious glance at the bread in Tör’s hand. “We need your help at the bow.”

Tör dropped the bread and ran off while April held her breath as the captain’s gaze raked over her. There was something fierce in his face, as if he had gotten so used to the wild north seas, he had forgotten where he ended and they began. For once, she was glad of her height and the way it made her invisible.

Without another word, he strode away, and April let out a long sigh of relief. Around her, the deck was busy with crew and their quick, efficient activity. She couldn’t see Tör, but her father was impossible to miss. He was leaning over the bow of the ship, wearing his tweed jacket and pressed suit trousers—oblivious to the freezing temperatures—and staring in awe at the horizon. She edged closer to him, and even over the smell of the sea, she breathed in the familiar scent of the aniseed candy he liked to suck.

“Dad?”

“We’re here, April! We’re here!” he said, without breaking his gaze. “We’ve made it.”

He pointed to something, but she couldn’t see anything apart from sea spray, rolling gunmetal waves, and a sense they were entering a forbidden part of the universe.

“Isn’t she beautiful?”

The island finally came into view, the way that you spin the nozzle on the binoculars and suddenly things become clear and sharp.

“Bear Island,” he said in a hushed voice full of awe and wonder.
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A Gift of Time

“THIS IS IT,” said Dad, standing on the windswept beach surrounded by crates and suitcases and gazing around him. “What do you think?”

April’s lips tasted of seawater, there were snowflakes caught in her eyelashes, and the island was shrouded in a thick, wet fog that made seeing anything almost impossible. But none of this was enough to stop the tremor of electricity that hummed through her veins. They had made it.

They were actually in the Arctic Circle.

It was as if she’d crossed some kind of invisible frontier on Earth. Compared to the parks, hedgerows, and fertile green countryside of back home, here the land was bare and barren, with occasional hints of dark gorse peeping up through the snow the only sign of wildlife. On the far side of the island, she could just about make out a trio of tall, steep granite mountains and skies that were like a ladder reaching right up into space.

But mostly, it was cold. The kind of cold that gets under your clothes, making you shiver from the inside out and long for a hot water bottle.

“Well?” Dad asked again.

April picked up the nearest crate, lifted her face to the sky, and stuck out her tongue to catch snowflakes. “Let’s find out!”

With the help of a hand-pulled sledge, they spent the next couple of hours carting their belongings half a mile inland to their new home, which consisted of two wooden cabins. One for sleeping and a larger one where Dad could conduct his meteorological research. They looked like all the other Norwegian houses she’d seen so far—pointed rooftops, painted wooden slats, and the whisper of a magical fairy tale about them. The only thing spoiling the scene was the squat generator perched nearby that was to provide their electricity.

The living cabin was all one level and had an exterior door opening onto a small porch where they could remove their coats, scarves, and the frosty, bitter outside air, and then an inner door that opened into an oblong-shaped room with a high arched ceiling, an open fireplace, and two worn sofas. In one corner of the room was a narrow bookshelf housing a handful of well-thumbed books and a satellite phone to be used in emergencies only. In the opposite corner was a kitchenette, leading into a dry storeroom with shelves crammed with canned food and enough provisions to last for six months.

Scattered around the main living area were remnants of the former inhabitants. An ashtray with a cigarette stub. A solitary red glove. Some pieces of scrap paper and an old ballpoint pen.

But it was the map of the island tacked to the wall that really caught her eye. On a map of the world, Bear Island was nothing more than a pencil dot that sat somewhere between Norway and an archipelago of islands near the North Pole called Svalbard. (Although Bear Island was technically part of that archipelago, it was so far away, they were almost like two distinct places.) It was so tiny that, unless you knew it was there, you wouldn’t even see it. April could relate to that. Most people tended to overlook her too.

Even though she knew the information already, she peered closer to read the dimensions. The island was actually about twelve miles long at its greatest north-to-south extension and roughly ten miles wide. While the northern part of the island was mountainous, the southern part consisted mostly of lowland plains where a red cross marked the meteorological station. There was a treasure trove of coves, beaches, inland lakes, and, of course, the trio of mountains she’d spotted from the beach—all to investigate and discover over the next six months. Even if there really were no polar bears, there would still be arctic foxes, thousands of rare seabirds, and maybe even some migrating whales. And perhaps the biggest bonus of all—spending time with her father.

“Dad! Look at all the things we can do together!” she said breathlessly. “Tomorrow, can we go to the mountains and take the sled?”

She spun around thinking he was still in the room, but there was nothing apart from the echo of her own voice. Pushing down her disappointment, she peered through the window and watched as he entered the meteorological cabin and shut the door behind him.

April let out a deep sigh, and her warm breath clouded the window. It was only day one, she told herself sternly, and it was important he find his feet. There was really no need to be upset, because with six whole months ahead of them, they had the whole summer together yet. So she wiped the window clean, pulled back her shoulders, and decided to unpack instead.

An hour or so later, she was half dozing on the sofa and didn’t hear Dad until he stood right in front her and cleared his throat with a gruff cough. She opened her eyes to find his thoughtful gaze upon her.

“Dad!”

He pushed a hand through his unruly hair, cleared his throat a couple more times, and then thrust a neatly wrapped gift into her hands.

This wasn’t so much of a surprise, because he had a habit of giving gifts at unexpected moments. It almost, but not quite, made up for his absentmindedness around birthdays. She opened this one to reveal a slim silver watch the color of moonlight.

“I know . . . ,” he said, chewing over his words carefully. “I know there is no one here but us and I appreciate this is an unusual turn of events and perhaps not one most people would approve of. Not your grandmother anyway.”

April winced, remembering the tears at the airport.

“But,” he continued, “there is a lot of wonder in a place like this. For centuries, people have been drawn to these parts of the world. Some come for science. Some
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