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Dedication

To every single person who wanted

April and Bear to reunite.

This book is for you.
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The Photograph
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IT WAS EXACTLY seventeen months since April Wood had returned home from Bear Island and she was sitting cross-legged in her backyard listening to the sound of silence. Other people might have said that silence can’t make a noise, but April knew differently.

She knew that silence carried all sorts of messages—especially if you had learned how to listen properly. Besides, she much preferred being outdoors to inside. It was an altogether kinder place.
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Particularly these days.

When April and her father had first arrived back from the Arctic, it had been like diving into the deep end of a very cold swimming pool. The constant noise and smog of cars and motorbikes, with their never-ending stench of exhaust, had been the most horrible shock. And people. So many people everywhere. Hustling, bustling, and jostling every crowded minute of the day.

It had been Dad’s decision to hasten the move to the seaside and within a month, they had sold their tall and gloomy city house and found somewhere new near Granny Apples. It wasn’t necessarily the kind of house April would have chosen herself. Number Thirty-Four Stirling Road sat in a row of identical modern redbrick houses, each with its own neatly lawned backyard and freshly painted fence. Unlike their old home, or even the wooden cabin on Bear Island, this house was filled with hard, square corners and shiny, gleaming work surfaces. There wasn’t even an open fire to toast crumpets on. Instead, it had one of those electric fires with pretend logs that glowed red with the flick of a switch. But Dad seemed happy. In fact, he was the happiest April had seen him in years and, as he kept reminding her, this house was far easier to keep clean.

But it didn’t mean she had to stay inside, especially on an evening like this—when the setting sun was streaking the sky with shades of gold and the breeze whispered through the trees like magic.

“It’s beautiful,” she said out loud.

That was another thing that had remained with her from the Arctic. The habit of speaking out loud to herself. April didn’t consider it strange. Not until others started giving her funny looks.

Thankfully it was a Friday, which meant school was over for the week and she could do exactly as she wanted. She’d only been there a handful of months but still hadn’t shaken off the feeling of being the odd one out.

It didn’t help that after her presentation about the plight of the polar bears—the one that had taken ages to prepare—most of the class had just yawned. When April had tried to wake them up with her best roar (one she was very proud of) and then demonstrated how she could smell peanut butter from over one mile away, all they’d done was laugh and then make bear noises at her from the back of the class. To make matters even more embarrassing, the teacher had pulled her aside and suggested that perhaps animal impersonations were best kept out of the classroom.

April had tried to explain in her best and most polite voice that it wasn’t an impersonation. That she was trying to inform everyone about the problems in the Arctic—just like Lisé from the Polar Institute had encouraged her. But her words were wasted. From that moment on, she was known as “Bear Girl” and, judging by the accompanying sniggers, she wasn’t sure it was a compliment.

The article in the local press hadn’t helped either. Somehow a local reporter had got wind of April and her father’s trip to the Arctic and since it was a slow news week, he’d wanted to tell their story. Dad had been reluctant. But not April. She had seized the opportunity because surely here was a chance to tell everyone about how much the polar bears needed their help. Here was a chance to warn people how quickly the Arctic was melting! But then the article had got lots of facts wrong, including April’s own name. As if she were anything like an Alice! And worst of all, rather than saying that she had saved Bear, the article implied that the captain of the ship had done all the hard work.

April wasn’t looking for brownie points or gold stars or even compliments. All she wanted was for someone to take her seriously. Especially now that time was ticking for the planet.

“If I really was Bear Girl,” she muttered, “then people would be listening! They would be making changes!”

A crow perched on the fence cawed in agreement.

April sighed. It was February and despite a handful of brave daffodils, the air still carried a brisk chill. No doubt Dad would call her in soon—worried she would catch hypothermia or some other life-threatening condition. Ever since they had got back from the Arctic, he constantly worried about her and fretted nonstop that she would fall into some terrible danger. Even now she could see him through the kitchen window searching for her, which meant she only had minutes left.

She carefully took a photograph out of her pocket. It was the safest place for it, but more important, it also meant it was pressed to her heart at all times. It wasn’t the kind of photo most people carried in their pockets. It wasn’t a photo of a mom or a dad or brothers and sisters or grandmas and grandpas. This was a photo of her and a full-sized male polar bear—huddled together in a tight embrace that would seem incredulous to most people. It was, of course, a photo of her and Bear, and it was her most treasured possession. Taken on the quayside in Longyearbyen, Svalbard, the pair of them were silhouetted against the sun, leaning into one another as the flash of the camera caught their final goodbyes. They were pressed so tightly together that it was hard to see where Bear ended and girl began. Even now, April couldn’t look at the photo without feeling a horrible tightness in her throat.
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“Hello, Bear,” she whispered, hearing the tremble in her voice.

April wasn’t sure how long polar bear memories lasted, or even if Bear remembered her at all. Not in the same way she remembered him, anyway. She would never, ever forget him. Not for as long as she lived. And then for a trillion more years on top of that.

No doubt he was getting on with his new life. The way that Dad said she ought to be getting on with hers. It wasn’t like she hadn’t tried. Every day she did her best to live the kind of life that Dad, Granny Apples, and everyone else seemed to expect from her—a perfectly normal human existence. And that might have been enough for some people. But every so often, a memory would surface in April’s mind—the tickly sensation of Bear’s whiskers on her face, the sudden touch of his wet nose, and, most vivid of all, the warm soft chocolate of his eyes and the way his gaze had melted into her own.

“I miss you,” she said quietly, making sure Dad couldn’t hear through the open kitchen window. “I miss you so much.”

She didn’t expect a reply. The Arctic, after all, was a long way away and April hadn’t heard from Bear since their last fateful day together. Bear couldn’t write letters or pick up the phone and it was much too far away to hear him roar. But he had, hopefully, found some new polar bear friends—maybe even a mate. Most of all, she hoped he was happy.

“Because that was the whole point of taking you back to Svalbard, wasn’t it?” she whispered. “I just wish . . . I wish I knew that you were all right.”

April breathed in the silence, hoping that somewhere out in the night sky she might receive the answer she longed for. As she strained her ears, she heard the whisper of the silver birch tree, the bark of a dog two streets down, the distant tremor of the sea. But what she couldn’t hear was . . .

“APRIL!” Dad flung open the back door and a puddle of warm yellow light spilled out. “What are you doing out here? You’ll catch your death of cold!”

“I’m coming,” she said, reluctantly standing, the evening peace suddenly shattered. She slipped the photo back into her breast pocket and zipped it up tight. Then, as the crow continued to caw, she followed her father inside.
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Rainbow Boots
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APRIL WIPED HER feet carefully on the mat before placing her shoes in the cupboard. As she did, she caught a flash of something bright and colorful hiding at the back. Her rainbow boots. They were too small for her now and even though she probably should have taken them to a charity shop long ago, she hadn’t. It was one of the few links she had left to Bear Island, and if she put her nose closely to them, she could have sworn she could smell the faint sharp air of the Arctic. She was half tempted to smell them now, but her father called her again.

She entered the living room to find the floor covered in a carpet of vinyl. “I was trying to find . . . ah! Here it is.” He plucked out the record triumphantly. “Did you have a good day?”

“It was fine,” she answered, crossing her fingers behind her back.

“Good, good,” Dad said, smiling at her lopsidedly. “That’s my girl. I knew you’d be happy here.”

April winced. Now in her third term at her new school, she didn’t have the heart to tell him that she’d struggled to make any real friends yet. For some mysterious reason, making friends with humans was far harder than it was with polar bears.

“How was your day?” she asked instead.

Just as he had promised, Dad had taken on a job at the local university, trying to come up with compostable alternatives for single-use plastic. He was about to answer when the doorbell clanged.

    “Ah!” he said, flushing. “That’ll be Maria. I asked her over for dinner. I . . . I hope you don’t mind? I know normally it’s just us . . .”

He was looking at her so earnestly that April nodded. Although she never would have admitted it out loud, she was a teeny bit disappointed. Friday night was their night. The one evening where Dad finished work early so they could have some “together” time. Tonight, she’d hoped they could try out that new vegan restaurant in town, or even take a walk along the beach. Just the two of them.

Dad paused in front of the hallway mirror, brushed a hand through his disheveled hair, and adjusted his collar before opening the door.

“Maria!” he exclaimed. “You look . . . well! And you brought Chester with you. Good, good. April loves Chester, don’t you?!”

Without question, April loved Chester. Who wouldn’t? He was a cockapoo with honey-colored eyes, soft velvety ears, and a delicious doggy smell that she found irresistible.

“Edmund!” Maria entered the hallway in a blaze of color and a waft of saffron. “I’ve brought paella for dinner.”
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Maria often brought food. She was from Valencia in Spain and loved to cook for people. Either that or she was fed up with Dad’s cooking. Neither April nor her father had lost the habit of eating their food out of tin cans, much to Granny Apples’s disgust, who said that some habits should stay in the Arctic where they belonged.

Dad and Maria did that awkward grown-up thing of hugging but not really hugging before letting their hands flap uselessly by their sides. Both of them wore silly grins that said far more than words ever could. It was then that Maria noticed April.

“Hello there!” she said, taking off her red-dotted scarf and smiling widely.

April nodded back. It wasn’t that she didn’t like Maria. After all, hadn’t she wanted Dad to get a girlfriend? Plus, she wasn’t the kind of person to truly dislike anyone—especially not someone who loved animals. It was just, well, a teeny bit awkward when your principal was also your dad’s new girlfriend. This was how Dad had met her—at the gates of April’s new school. April was never quite sure whether to call her Miss Puro or Maria, so half the time she ended up avoiding calling her anything at all.

As always, Chester helped smooth over any embarrassing silences. He scampered across to April with a hopeful expression. “Hello, boy,” she whispered as Maria trailed after Dad into the living room.

“I found this piece of music earlier that I wanted to play for you,” Dad uttered, waving one of his records in the air like it was some sort of trophy. “I think you’re going to love it.”

He placed it on the record player, the same one that had been to the Arctic and back, and within seconds, the sound of Mozart’s “Voi Che Sapete” from The Marriage of Figaro filled the air. It was an upbeat, almost jaunty song. Composed for laughter, sunshiny days, and skipping.

Dad, who was by no means a natural dancer, had been taking lessons and he encircled Maria in his arms and began to vigorously twirl her around the room in a waltz. The paella dish lay forgotten on the floor and April stood in the doorway, looking in, with an uncomfortable ache in her chest. An ache she didn’t quite understand but one that made her feel guilty for feeling it at all.

“What is it, my dear girl?” Dad asked over dinner, the three of them sitting around the paella dish at the kitchen table. “Something seems to be bothering you.”

Once upon a time, her father would never have noticed her moods—not even if April had skipped and cartwheeled her way into a room singing at the top of her voice.

While he still wasn’t the most observant person in the universe, Dad had nevertheless changed. And even though she had wanted this change—including a new girlfriend for him—when it had come it was so fast and so sudden, it had caught her off guard. The feeling was unsettling. As though Dad’s life had galloped gamely on whereas her feet were stuck somewhere in the thick, unremitting ice of the Arctic.

Dad didn’t even like to talk about their experiences much. Oh, he showed photographs to some of his work colleagues and she’d once overheard him boasting about how living in the Arctic changed a human from the inside out. But when it actually came to talking about their time on Bear Island—the adventure the two of them had shared together—he was strangely mute. April put it down to the fact he had almost lost her. That and his guilt at initially not believing her about her friendship with Bear.

All of which made it quite difficult for her to admit to missing the Arctic—especially in front of Maria who, as far as April was aware, only knew the sketchiest version of what had really happened. And even if she did feel comfortable talking about it, then she’d have to find the right words and that simply was not possible. How could April ever explain how much she missed Bear? It was not just a feeling in her heart—but something much rawer that seemed to echo within the deepest parts of her.

It was wordless.

It was as if she had left part of her behind when she left the Arctic. Not a mitten or a boot or anything tangible. But the part that made her April. Like the sound of her laughter as it echoed across the island, or the grin on her face as she clutched Bear’s fur as they clambered up the mountain, or the bottomless feeling in her heart as she gazed into Bear’s eyes and he gazed back.

April realized her father was still looking at her and expecting an answer. “Nothing’s wrong,” she answered. If Maria hadn’t been there, he might have pressed it, but as it was, he got distracted and so the moment passed.

After eating, the three of them settled down to a game of Monopoly. Maria chose the dog, April picked the boat, while Dad insisted on using an aniseed candy as his marker—which he ended up eating halfway through.

Very soon April had lost all her money. Not that she particularly cared. When she was grown up and had lots of money, she’d do more with it than buy silly houses. She’d put it toward something that made a difference. Something that wasn’t just bricks and mortar. Something important.

Anyway, it was nearly time for bed. And the sooner she could go to bed, the sooner she could wake up.

Because tomorrow was the day when Tör’s next email would arrive.

She’d only met Tör twice in her life—once on the boat on the way to Bear Island and then again after he’d helped rescue her from the icy sea. Nevertheless, he was still her truest friend. The one human who seemed to perfectly understand her. That was the thing with shared experiences—they blended you together in ways that lasted forever.

Although April read lots of articles on the internet and watched documentaries about the Arctic, it wasn’t the same as actually being there. Which made Tör’s emails all the more special. After his ship had made its monthly docking in Svalbard, he would wander around the settlement, taking photos, even the occasional video (one time of a reindeer wandering down Longyearbyen’s main street!), but mostly collecting the latest news and then reporting it back to April—including any up-to-date information from the Polar Institute. Once in a while Lisé also sent a message, although these days she seemed to be busy on various field trips, and so April was mainly reliant on Tör to be her eyes and ears.

Being such a remote archipelago of islands where no food could grow—indeed there weren’t even any trees on Svalbard—the inhabitants depended on the outside world for almost everything. Tör’s ship was due to arrive tomorrow morning, and as the son of a ship’s captain, timetables and punctuality were ingrained on his soul.

He had never, ever been late with an email.

As April said goodnight to her father and Maria, she felt a quickening in her heart. A skippy light feeling—as if the record player were still playing music but now only she could hear it. It was the same every month. Tör’s emails weren’t just words on a screen. They were living, breathing things that brought with them the scent of the Arctic and precious glimpses of a world that still beckoned to her with its icy fingertips.

In truth, it was the only time of the month that April felt truly alive.
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The Email
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PERHAPS IT WAS the warmth that gave April the bad dream.

Her father always turned the heat up when Maria came over as she often complained about their house being chilly. It was true that neither April nor her father ever put the heat on particularly high. Partly for environmental reasons, but mostly because the Arctic blood still flowed through their veins, whether Dad liked it or not. And even though Maria had long gone home, the heat smothered the house like a blanket.

She was back in the Arctic. But not with Bear. He was nowhere to be seen. This time she was alone. Single-handedly climbing up the side of the steepest of mountains with the sea pounding at her feet and the frosty wind blowing in her ears. When she finally reached the summit, she gazed around frantically.

“Bear?” she called, hating the way her voice quavered. “BEAR?!”

Nothing answered except the gray clouds billowing angrily overhead. Then she spotted it. A tuft of soft white fur trapped under a rock. She knelt down and, with a racing heart, pulled it free, pressing the fur to her nose. It smelled of something musky, feral, and alive. But it also smelled of home.

With a start, April realized that she was facing north. And that many months ago she had been sitting in this exact same spot, gazing out over the harsh, steely sea and listening to Bear’s story.

“Bear?” she asked again.

She cocked her head and listened across time and space until there, on the farthest edges of the world, she heard a noise. A noise she would have recognized anywhere.

It was Bear’s roar.

ROARING.

Roaring.

Roaring.

The roar felt so real and so raw that it woke April up.

At first, she was confused, imagining she was still on the tip of the mountain with the lick of Arctic air on her lips. Then the bedroom gradually took shape. The outline of her wardrobe, her sturdy wooden writer’s bureau, and finally, the glint of all the photos on the wall shining back the iridescent landscape of the far north.

Outside the window a car engine vroomed loudly and, despite the lateness of the hour, April sat bolt upright in bed. Because there in the far distance, far beyond her house, her street, her country—far beyond any distance any human ought to be able to hear—she could have sworn she heard something else.

The unmistakable sound of a roar.

As the next morning passed in a never-ending haze of tasks and errands and dull, grown-up things to do, April began to question herself. Had she really heard Bear roar last night? Or was it just a dream? A wishful figment of her imagination?

It had sounded so real. And it was precisely that realness that left her with a strange, uneasy sensation in the pit of her belly, one that wouldn’t go away no matter how hard she tried to shake it. At least today she would hear from Tör. He usually sent his email before lunch, once the crew had unloaded their cargo. Just the thought of it sent a shimmer of excitement through her.

If only Dad would hurry up! On the way back from the garage, he had decided to stop at the sweet shop to stock up on aniseed candy. The shop was located in the town center. Any other day, April would have loved to go shopping with him—not to buy stuff she didn’t need but to look in the charity shops to see if they had any polar bear ornaments. Today, she opted to wait in the car, trying her hardest not to keep checking her watch.

“C’mon, Dad!” she muttered. He had been at least five whole minutes already.

As she fidgeted in her seat, she caught sight of two girls from her class at school, walking arm in arm down the street. The taller girl—the one with blond pigtails and pink ribbons—had been the first to call her Bear Girl. She’d once even said April smelled like an animal.

April didn’t consider this an insult. Everyone knew that animals smelled of magic. But nevertheless, she ducked low until the pair of them had passed. If there was one thing she had learned in the past seventeen months, it was to avoid wasting time on people who didn’t see you for who you truly were.

Finally, Dad appeared, carrying the sweets in his hands like they were gold bullion. “Sorry about the delay,” he said, clumsily maneuvering his long limbs into the car. “Bit of a line.”

She willed him to start the engine and get going. Because surely by now, Tör’s email would be here? It would be waiting for her!

“I thought we could pop in and see Granny Apples on our way home?” he suggested, unwrapping a sweet and popping it into his mouth with a contented sigh.

“NO!!” April exclaimed, then softened her voice at the sight of Dad’s alarmed face. “Another day maybe.”

Dad nodded, his eyebrows creasing together in befuddlement before he started the car. “Home time it is!”

As soon as she was through the door, April kicked off her shoes so they landed with a clatter on the hallway floor. Then she raced up the stairs, not caring that she hadn’t taken off her coat and it was flapping around her heels. Not even bothering to take each step but throwing herself at them two, three at a time. Until she launched herself into her bedroom, flung open the laptop, and opened her inbox.

Her chest rose and fell in noisy rasps and it took a few seconds before she could focus on the screen properly.

And when she did . . .

How strange.

There were no new emails.

Nothing.

April had three timepieces. A wall clock that showed the local time. Another clock that showed the time in Svalbard, and the watch Dad had given her on her first day on Bear Island. She checked all three of them to be certain. (She also had a fourth one that showed how long it would take for the planet to heat up beyond repair. But she kept that one in her desk drawer as it was the kind of thing that didn’t do you much good to stare at all the time.)

Having checked that the internet was definitely on, she rebooted her computer just to make sure it was working properly. But still no email appeared. April mentally ran through various scenarios.

    • Tör’s ship could have docked late. The weather in the Arctic was very temperamental, after all.

    • He might have been busy on an errand for his father.

    • He was busy writing an extra-juicy email with lots of photos that was so data heavy, it was taking a long time to upload. (Although this was unlikely as Tör’s emails tended to be quite short and lacking the color April would have sometimes preferred. She supposed it was a boy thing.)

But as she glanced at the picture of her and Bear again, somewhere in the pit of her tummy the uneasy feeling grew and grew. And out the window the crow cawed in agreement.

It wasn’t until after dinner that Tör’s email arrived.

April had been dozing. Not a nice, gentle, relaxing doze. But a restless one. The kind where your mind chops and churns. The ping of the incoming email was like the clanging of a ship’s horn, jolting her awake.

As she reached down to pick the laptop up, time slowed. As if all three clocks in the room had paused momentarily and were holding their breath. Part of her wanted to grab the laptop, while the other half wanted to pull the duvet over her face. But April was not someone who hid from things. Not even if they brought the worst of news. Instead, she took a steadying breath and opened the email.

A polar bear has been shot in Longyearbyen.

I think it’s Bear.



OEBPS/images/CN-3.jpg





OEBPS/images/Finding_Bear_P10-11_Final.jpg





OEBPS/images/CN-1.jpg





OEBPS/images/Map.jpg





OEBPS/images/Finding_Bear_P22-23_Final.jpg





OEBPS/images/Finding_Bear_P16-17_Final.jpg





OEBPS/images/9780063296121_Cover.jpg
o

EAR






OEBPS/images/CN-2.jpg





OEBPS/images/Titlepage.jpg
FINDING
BEA

HANNAH GOLD

Ilustrated by Levi Pinfold

HARPER

An Imprint of HarperCollinsPublishers





