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IN THE HEAT OF THE MOMENT


I’m having a meltdown!” I moaned.


I was serious. I thought I might actually be melting.


It was the hottest fall on record and (no surprise) Hills Village Middle School didn’t have air conditioning. To make things worse, I was in one of the stuffiest places in the whole stuffy school building—the last row of the rehearsal room for our weekly Kazoo Khorus practice. It must’ve been two hundred degrees in there! The room was packed with steaming bodies and hot kazoo breath. Not a pleasant combination.
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Even Miller the Killer, the toughest kid in school, looked pale and clammy.


I could smell his B.O. from two rows away. Smelled like clams. My friend Flip Savage, the funniest kid on the planet, was so overheated that his joke mojo was totally drained. Normally, kazoo practice was filled with his musical one-liners.
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But that day he was slouched down so low in his chair that he was practically horizontal.


We were on the third chorus of “Bad Guy” when the sweat on my fingers made the kazoo slip right out of my hands and clatter to the floor. The whole song dissolved into what we musicians call a “train wreck.” Naturally, everybody looked in my direction.


“Rafe Khatchadorian!” (That’s me.) “Get a grip on your kazoo! That’s valuable school property!”


The music teacher, Mr. Largamente, was pointing at me with his pointy baton. He was perspiring so hard that his one remaining strand of hair drooped off his head like a string of spaghetti. He kept mopping his brow with a handkerchief but it was no use. His sweat glands were in overdrive. He had a tiny personal fan clamped to his music stand, but it was like trying to cool down a hippo with an ice cube.


I leaned down to pick my instrument up off the floor. Mr. Largamente flicked his baton. Once again, the room was filled with the sound of sixteen sizzling kazoos. That’s when I felt a buzz in my pants. A new email. I pulled my phone out of my pocket and checked my screen. It was a message from Daria Deerwin, DVM—the very cool veterinarian I met at the BushyTail Animal Refuge last summer. I guess you’d call her my mentor. She taught me everything I know about wild animals—and that’s a lot! Her daughter Penelope was pretty neat, too. She and I bonded over a bunch of lost lemurs. (Funny story—which you can read for yourself in Middle School: It’s a Zoo in Here!)
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I held the phone in my lap and pretended to play the kazoo while I read the email. Then I practically jumped out of my sticky seat. I read it twice to make sure it said what I thought it said, because Dr. Deerwin’s words were like a cool breeze in a hot swamp.






Rafe—





How would you like to join me and Penelope for a research study on polar bears in Alaska this December? All expenses paid. Lmk if you’re interested.




Best, Dr. Deerwin








Interested? Was she kidding?! This was a chance to hobnob with exotic creatures again! A chance to see a part of the world I’d never seen! And best of all, a chance to hang out with Penelope. Why did that last thing rate “best of all”? Because Penelope wasn’t just a friend. She was totally awesome. I can’t even describe how… Never mind. If you don’t know her yet, you’ll see what I mean.


I ran my slippery fingers down the screen and tapped a one-word reply. Then, just to make sure, I said it again and again.


“YES! YES! YES!”


Alaska, here I come!
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THE COLD SHOULDER


Over my dead body!”


That was Mom’s first reaction. Quickly followed by “Out of the question!” and “Are you crazy?” and “What planet are you on??” Obviously, my polar plans had hit a snag.


One of Mom’s main objections was that the trip would take me away from home over Christmas. For the first time in family history, I’d miss Grandma Dotty’s Kris Kringle CookieFest and all the other classic Khatchadorian holiday traditions. Skating at the village reservoir. Caroling on the town square. Dressing up our dog, Junior, as a Christmas elf. Good times for sure.


“But, Mom,” I argued, “how many times in life do you get a chance to come face-to-face with a real polar bear in the wild?”
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Wrong argument.


“Rafe, you do realize that polar bears have been known to eat people, right?”


“Mom! Polar bears eat seals!”


“Of course,” she said, “that’s their preferred prey. But if there are no seals handy, guess what? I’ll bet a healthy middle school boy would make a pretty tasty morsel!”
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I was getting nowhere. Years of life experience had taught me that Julia Khatchadorian was no pushover. And once her mind was made up, it was hard to make her budge. Clearly, I needed help building my case. I needed a brilliant presentation. A real showpiece. And I knew just the person who could help me pull it off.


Unfortunately, she was the last person in the world I wanted to ask.
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HER MAJESTY WILL SEE YOU NOW


I asked her anyway.


As you may have heard, my kid sister, Georgia, and I have our differences. Sibling rivalry. Territorial disputes. Battles over the last Christmas cookie. All that stuff. But deep down, I have to admit that she’s pretty smart—and her school projects are legendary. Her presentation on “Pythagorean Principles in the Design of the Great Pyramids” still has the math department buzzing.


In her entire school career, Georgia has never missed an assignment, never been late for class, never forgotten her locker combination. I think there’s already a place reserved for her in the Hills Village Alumni Wall of Honor. So I figured I’d be crazy not to take advantage of her freakishly overdeveloped brain.
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When I told her about the Alaska trip, I think she was a little bit jealous. On the other hand, she kind of liked the idea of getting me out of the house for a whole two weeks over the holidays. That way, I wouldn’t interfere with sleepovers and practice sessions with her all-girl rock band, We Stink. I even told her she could use my room for equipment storage. And of course, with me away, she’d have more Christmas cookies for herself.


“Okay,” she said, “I’ll help you out. But it won’t be a walk in the park.”


Georgia had to admit that Mom had some solid objections. But nothing a great DoodlePoint presentation couldn’t overcome. Georgia was the Duchess of DoodlePoint!


“Where do we start?” I asked.


“Research!” said Georgia. “There’s no substitute for hard data.”


So right after dinner, she put me to work digging up the latest stats on global warming and its effect on the arctic ice shield, the threats to Indigenous people, and the status of the Endangered Species Act. Meanwhile, she started whipping up graphs on ocean currents, Alaskan geography, and polar bear life expectancy. She made it look easy, but I know it wasn’t. She was really pulling out all the stops for me.


At two in the morning, the presentation was finally done. We sat on the edge of my bed and watched it together on her laptop. It was three minutes of wall-to-wall, hard-core convincing. This was Pentagon-quality stuff. Tough to argue with.
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“Wow!” I said at the end. “It’s great!”


I looked over at Georgia. She was twirling her hair the way she does when something’s bugging her.


“It’s close,” she said. “But not perfect.”


“What’s missing?” I asked.


She stopped twirling her hair the way she does when she gets an idea.


“Just one little thing,” she said.
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AN AUDIENCE OF ONE


The next night, Georgia set up her laptop so the presentation would play on the big screen—aka our living room TV. By the time Mom came home from her job at Swifty’s Diner, the house was filled with the aroma of fresh popcorn. (My idea.) Grandma Dotty was already sitting in her favorite chair, waiting for the show to start.


“What’s this?” asked Mom. “Is it movie night already?”


I escorted her to a place of honor in the middle of the sofa. I sat down next to her. Georgia sat down on the other side, with her laptop in her lap.


“Georgia and I have something to show you,” I said.


“This better not be about that crazy polar bear trip,” she said. “I told you we’re done with that discussion.”


“Mom,” said Georgia, “just watch.”


I’d sprinkled some doggy treats under the sofa so Junior would come over and snuggle against Mom’s feet. I hoped that would help soften her up.


“Let’s go!” said Grandma Dotty. “I don’t want to miss The Bachelor!”


That added a little time pressure. I dimmed the lights. Georgia lifted the lid on her laptop and pressed Play.


The title came up on the TV screen: MISSION TO THE ARCTIC: A RACE AGAINST TIME. (My title!)


For the first minute or so, the presentation was all facts and logical arguments—bullet point after bullet point on the polar ecosystem and the importance of firsthand field research, with spiffy graphics and nifty wipes.


Then the music started.


It was low volume at first, but then it started to build. Mom perked right up.


It was her favorite singer, Celine Dion. I told you my sister was a genius. Georgia looked over at me and winked.


When the screen showed a scene of a mama polar bear cuddling with two adorable cubs, Georgia had synced it to the lyrics from Celine’s “Because You Loved Me.”
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Cute little paws. Cute little snouts. Furry little faces. Accompanied by sweet violins and Queen Celine’s magical voice. Grandma Dotty stopped nibbling her popcorn. I looked over at Mom. She sniffled a bit, and then I saw a little tear begin to form in the corner of one eye. She started to hum softly along with Celine, rocking back and forth on the sofa. And when the last slide faded out, she melted like a polar ice cap.


“Oh, for heaven’s sake, Rafe!” she said. “If you think your research will really help those poor polar bears, then go! You have my blessing.”


I reached behind Mom’s back to give Georgia a high five. Then I pulled my phone out of my pocket and texted Penelope. In all caps.


IT’S ON!
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ALL GEARED UP


Time flies. That is, except when you can’t wait for something to happen. Then time crawls—slower than a snail in a patch of bubble gum.
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I spent the rest of the fall reading all the books I could find about Alaska. I devoured Julie of the Wolves, I raced through Dogsong. I loved Diamond Willow and The Impossible Rescue. I even enjoyed an oldie-but-a-goodie called The Call of the Wild. Really exciting stuff, and it made it even harder to wait. I thought December would never ever come, but finally it was here.


Packing day!


As soon as Mom gave me the green light for the trip, I’d started asking all the important questions. Would I need a passport? Nope. Would I need any shots? Nope. Would I need tanning lotion? Doubtful. Would I need any special clothing or equipment? Yes, definitely!


Fortunately, Dr. Deerwin had emailed a detailed list of items required for an average December temperature of -8°F (not counting wind chill). It’s a good thing her research grant covered the cost, because this stuff got pricy! Mom and I went through the list as I laid everything out on my bed.
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Down parka. Check.


Kamaak. Check.


Wool socks. Check.


Snowshoes. Check.


Ice axe. Check. (Note: Expect some questions from airport security.)


Crampons. Check.


Hand warmers. Check.


Thermal underpants. Check.


At the last minute, I decided to try everything on. When I was done, I was about twenty pounds heavier. I waddled into Mom’s bedroom and checked myself out in her full-length mirror. I thought I looked like Sir Edmund Hillary at the summit of Mount Everest. But Georgia felt something was lacking.


She ran into her room and came back with a down vest decorated with the We Stink logo. I slipped it on under my parka. I had to agree. It brought the whole outfit together.






[image: image]







“I hate to say it,” said Georgia, “but you look kind of cool!”


After my mini–fashion show, Mom helped me stuff everything into my duffel bag. And I mean stuff! For a minute I didn’t think it was all going to fit. In the end, I had to bounce my butt on top of the bag while Mom yanked the zipper shut. I hoped it wouldn’t pop open at the airport. I hated the thought of my underpants exploding all over some poor baggage loader. When I was finished packing, Grandma Dotty handed me a little plastic bag with a red ribbon.


“Since you won’t be here for my Kris Kringle CookieFest, I baked you some goodies in advance.”


“Gosh, thanks, Grandma!” I said. I stuffed the cookies into my backpack, and I gave her a big hug. I would definitely miss Grandma Dotty over the holidays. She’s the one who always makes sure that the tree gets trimmed and the windows get sprayed with snowflake stencils and the ugly sweater contest gets judged fairly. The holidays are her favorite time of the year, and I knew she was sad that we wouldn’t all be together. I was, too.


Just before bed, I filled out my name and address on the luggage tag. I should have written smaller. All I could fit was “Rafe Khatcha.” Close enough. Then it was time to get some sleep before departure day.


Fat chance.


Three hours later, my eyes were still wide open, staring at the nightglow stickers from the video game Wormhole on my ceiling. I was twitching from head to toe and my heart was thumping. When I thought about the trip, I didn’t know who I was more excited about seeing. Polar bears. Or Penelope.
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