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For Tom, Robin and William,


and for Phoebe, who loves polar bears.




 





~ HOLLY WEBB
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“Look, Grandad, it’s starting to snow!” Sara peered out of the window, watching the first flakes spiral lazily down.


Grandad looked up from the pile of old black-and-white photos he was sorting through, and nodded. “So it is. Well, they did say it might, on the news.”


Sara frowned. “Do you think it’ll be snowing at home?”


“Could be. It’s likely to be worse here, though. We’re further north. And the winds from the sea make it a lot colder too.” He got up and came to sit on the wide windowsill next to Sara. “Why are you looking worried? You love it when it snows!”


Sara nodded. It was true that some of her best memories of winter trips to Grandad’s house were of playing in the snow. But then Mum and Dad had been there too. She couldn’t have a snowball fight on her own.


“I hope it isn’t snowing back home,” she murmured, leaning against Grandad’s shoulder. “What if the baby comes and Mum and Dad can’t get to the hospital?”


“The baby’s not due till after Christmas,” he said comfortingly. “And anyway, they’d call an ambulance. Ambulance crews manage, you know. They’re trained in that sort of thing.”


“I suppose.” Sara gave herself a little shake. There was no point worrying. She’d just remind Dad to put a spade in the car boot when he called later, that was all.


“It’s settling!” she told Grandad, as she watched the flakes falling faster and faster. They were staying on the windowsill outside now, not just melting away as soon as they touched it. She wriggled closer to the glass, and peered up as the snowflakes whirled past. The light was fading, and the sky was a strange greyish-yellow colour, as though there was a lot more snow up there.
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“Mmm. Looks like it,” Grandad agreed. “I reckon I’ve done enough work for this afternoon. Shall we go and find something to cook for tea?” He kissed the top of her head, laughing. “It’s all right. There are windows in the kitchen too. You’ll still be able to see the snow. If it really settles, you’ll be able to go out in it tomorrow. Too late now, though, it’s getting dark already.”


Sara slid down from the windowsill with a tiny sigh. She loved Grandad and his strange old house. It was a stone cottage, built more than two hundred years ago, and it had a huge fireplace and deep windows that were perfect for sitting in. All the floors sloped and wobbled, and it was full of strange little hidey-holes. But if she was at home, she’d get to go out in the snow with all her friends who lived close by. They’d build snowmen in the park and have snowfights, and then go back to each other’s houses to warm up. But she didn’t really fancy building a snowman all on her own, and it wouldn’t be quite the same just with Grandad.


Sara and her mum and dad always came to Grandad’s house at the beginning of the Christmas holidays. It was a tradition. They’d stay for a few days and then they’d all go back home for Christmas, Grandad too. But this year, Mum and Dad had decided it was better if Sara went to stay with Grandad on her own. Dad had driven her up, stayed for a quick lunch, and headed home again.


Mum wasn’t in a state to be travelling far at all – she was due to have Sara’s baby brother a couple of weeks after Christmas, and she didn’t want to be squashed in a car for hours. Plus it wasn’t very sensible for her to be in an old stone cottage on a cliff-top by the sea, down a long bumpy track, miles and miles from a village, let alone a hospital. Sara loved the feeling she got at Grandad’s of being far away from anywhere. His house was like a safe little nest up on the cliff, like the seabirds’ nests he’d shown her when they stayed in the summer. But she had to admit it wasn’t the right place for Mum just now.


“Does it snow like this in the far north of Canada?” Sara asked Grandad, as she followed him out of his study, and down the murky half-light of the passage to the kitchen. Grandad had put the lights on, but it was still gloomy. “In the Arctic, where you and Great-Grandad were? Does it look like the same sort of snow?”


Grandad turned round from the fridge. “Snow’s snow, mostly, Sara. We saw some real blizzards there, though. There was one that lasted for three days once, and we were caught by it while we were visiting one of the Inuit families. My dad and I had supplies back at our own house that we’d brought with us – tins of stew, that sort of thing – but these people were living on their traditional foods.” Grandad paused, looking at Sara hopefully, waiting for her to ask. Sara didn’t mind. She loved his stories.


“What did you have to eat?”


“Dried seal meat,” Grandad told her triumphantly, pulling a bag of spaghetti out of the cupboard. He waved a jar of tomato pasta sauce at her. “Nothing like this. No pasta one day, stir-fry the next. With maybe a nice roast chicken on a Sunday. The Inuit mostly eat seal meat through the winter, and usually they have it raw. Perhaps some fish. Caribou meat in the summer. Whale meat and blubber too, of course.”
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Sara shuddered. Blubber was fat, and she hated the idea of having to eat it. She cut all the fat off her meat, and Grandad teased her about it. He said she’d be useless in a cold climate. “You really ate blubber?”


“We had to,” Grandad nodded. “That blizzard lasted days. There wasn’t anything else, and we were hungry. Besides, it would have been rude to say no. They were sharing their food with us. How could we say we didn’t want it, when it was so precious?”


It seemed colder in the kitchen suddenly, and Sara shivered. The snow was building up round the corners of the window over the sink. She didn’t want to think about being shut up with a blizzard screaming outside, even in this cosy house. “Were you in an igloo?” she asked.


“Yes, a big one, made to last for the whole winter. It still wasn’t any taller than your great-grandad, though. Almost all of it was the sleeping platform. And there were six of us in there.”


“For three days…” Sara muttered. It couldn’t have been bigger than her bedroom at home. “You must have been really grumpy with each other, being shut up all together.”


Grandad smiled. “It helped me with learning the language, though. They told so many stories over those few days.”


“Stories like the ones you’re writing down?” Sara asked. Grandad was writing a book on Inuit folk tales. He’d been fascinated by them ever since he’d lived in Canada, when he was only a few years older than Sara. His father, Sara’s great-grandfather, had gone there to study the Inuit people and taken his son with him. The house was full of the amazing things Great-Grandad had brought back, and Grandad too, when he’d returned to the Canadian Arctic years later.


Grandad nodded. “It was those three days of stories that set me off. When the blizzard finally died down and we came out of the igloo, it was as if they were all swirling around in my head. Some of them I didn’t understand – there are lots of Inuit languages, and even your great-grandad didn’t know all the different ones. I don’t know them all now. I just got snatches of those stories here and there. Little snippets. Men who turned into polar bears. Strange gods and goddesses. Amazing things…”


Sara smiled at him. “Tell me the polar bear story. The one about you and your friend, while you’re cooking the tea. Please?”


“That one again?” Grandad laughed. “You’re just like your dad. It was always his favourite as well.”


Sara nodded. She loved imagining Grandad telling the story to Dad, too. It was a family story – it belonged to her, and Dad, and Grandad. It had been Great-Grandad’s, too. It was special. “I wish I could go there, and see it all…” she murmured. “The igloos, and the seals, and the polar bears.”


Grandad shook his head. “I shouldn’t think you’d see an igloo now, Sara. Most Inuit people live in houses these days. Even back when Great-Grandad and I were there, they were rare. That’s why we went. We wanted to record it all, before it changed forever.”


“Forever?” Sara asked sadly.


“I think so,” Grandad agreed, with a sigh. “Things do change. But sometimes for the better.”
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“So … the polar bear.” Grandad smiled at Sara. “Are you sure? You know the story’s a bit sad.”


“Yes! I love it. I love that it’s about you.”


Grandad nodded. “Actually, the family that we were with during the blizzard was my friend Alignak and his older brother, his father and his grandmother. The same Alignak who was with me when we found the polar bear cub.”


“How old was he?” Sara asked, sitting down at the kitchen table. “The bear, I mean.”
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