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Praise for
JULIA AND THE SHARK:


‘Tom de Freston’s stunning illustrations perfectly complement the poetry of Kiran Millwood Hargrave’s story’


Cressida Cowell


‘A rich, immersive and wondrous journey, through deep darkness to hope and light’


Sophie Anderson


‘What a gorgeous book – calm, funny, heartfelt, wise, full of the quiet and force of the sea’


Ross Montgomery


‘I fell in love with the tale itself, the setting (I do love a lighthouse!), the characters and the little details – it’s a beautiful, forceful storm of a book’


Emma Carroll


‘There are no wasted words in this book. Like a seashell, or a flying bird, it is uncluttered and vital. The illustrations, by Tom de Freston, are mesmerising. I loved it.’


Hilary McKay


‘INCREDIBLE. Poignant and lyrical and beautiful, it’s my favourite of Kiran’s books so far and that is saying something. Tom’s stunning artwork just brings it to a whole other level’


Cat Doyle


‘Truly extraordinary … it will redefine what a children’s book can look like, in a way that adults will ooh and ahh over, and children will love because the story is wonderful and the art is amazing. It is the kind of book that you will want to have on your shelves and treasure. I can’t wait for the world to fall in love with Julia and the Shark!’


Katherine Webber Tsang


Praise for
KIRAN MILLWOOD HARGRAVE:


‘Hargrave has a real and rare talent for combining poetic prose with compelling, page-turning storytelling’


Guardian
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for Rosemary & Lavender,
who made possible all that comes after









[image: image]


[image: image]









[image: image]


There are more secrets in the ocean than in the sky. Mum told me when the water is still and the stars prick its surface, some of the sky’s secrets fall into the sea and add to its mysteries. When we lived in the lighthouse, I hauled my long-handled crab net over the balcony railing and tried to catch them, but I never did.


Other nights, when storms turned everything upside down and hurled water and sky at each other, the spray from the waves reached the beam. It came through the grates at the high windows to scatter across the floor of Dad’s office. I listened to the puddles in the morning, but I never heard anything. No messages fallen from the clouds. Perhaps the secrets drowned in the night, like a fish in air.
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My name is Julia. This is the story of the summer I lost my mum, and found a shark older than trees. Don’t worry though, that doesn’t spoil the ending.


I’m named after my grandmother, who I never met, and also after a computer program that my dad likes. I am ten years and two hundred and three days old. I had to ask my dad to work that out for me, because numbers are not my favourite. Words are. You can make numbers into words, but you can’t make words into numbers, and so words must be more powerful, mustn’t they?


Dad disagrees. He works all in numbers. That’s why we ended up at that old lighthouse in Shetland. He went to program it, to make it work automatically. A lighthouse keeper used to live there, and the flame was made of gas and sparks, not a one thousand watt tungsten light bulb. Gas and sparks, like stars.


It’s closer to Norway than England, there. Closer to Norway than Edinburgh, even. To find Shetland on a map, you start at our home in Hayle in Cornwall and you move your finger diagonally up, up and to the right, until you find islands scattered out like ink splatter. That’s Orkney. You go even further and there’s another scatter. Shetland. It’s an archipelago, which means a group of islands, and we went to one called Unst.


Unst, Shetland, Scotland.
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I like how people there say it like it’s got a whole other bunch of letters in it. Sco-awt-lund. That’s another thing about words: there’s space in them. They change according to whose mouth they’re coming out of. Sometimes they change so much in mine they become something else entirely, but Dad says these are called lies.


There’s no room for that with numbers. Even the ‘language’ of numbers, which my dad works with, is called ‘binary code’. If you look up ‘binary’ in the Oxford English Dictionary it says:




(adj.) Relating to, composed of, or involving two things.





Two things. Right and wrong. True and false. Where’s the space in that?


Mum works with numbers too, but words are her favourite. She’s a scientist, which means you need to like both. Numbers help you keep track of things, but only words can help you explain them.


In Cornwall she studied algae, a special kind that cleans the water of any bad chemicals and perhaps one day even breaks up some kinds of plastic. You’ve probably seen the footage of turtles with plastic up their noses. I did once and it’s still there in my head. I wish I could forget it, but perhaps it’s fair I can’t. Closing your eyes doesn’t make things like that go away.


When Dad got offered this job in Shetland it was Mum who suggested us all moving there for the summer. Because while her algae work was important and good for the turtles, moving to Unst meant she would be closer to what she really wanted to study: the biggest things that lived in the coldest seas.


She studied whales at university, and wrote a very long essay about a whale that goes around the world alone because it sings at a different frequency to other whales. It can hear them, but they can’t hear it. I understand a little how that whale feels. Ever since Mum got ill, I feel like I’ve been screaming inside. Yet her favourite animal in all the world wasn’t a whale, but a shark. A Greenland shark. And because it was hers, that summer it became mine too.


I like how words are gentler than numbers. I could make everything go back to how it used to be, if I didn’t care about this being a true story. If I had to tell you in numbers about my mum, I would have to tell you the most important numbers about her now are 93875400, which is what’s on her hospital bracelet. But 93875400 doesn’t tell you anything about Mum. Only words can do that. And even they fail me sometimes.
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I’m getting tangled. That’s the problem with words, and it’s the same as the best thing about them. They can mean so many things, and each word has so many branches, so many roots, if you’re not sure of the route you can get lost like Little Red Riding Hood in the wood. So I have to go back a bit. I have to remember where I’m trying to get to. And where I’m trying to get to, is Mum.
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Reaching Shetland took four days. That’s longer than it takes to fly to Australia, which is the other side of the world, and back again. Twice. I didn’t think it was possible for anything to take that long now that we have aeroplanes and bullet trains, but we had to travel there by car because we have books that are too heavy to take on planes, and a cat called Noodle who is too loud to take on trains.


She’s called Noodle because she was so tiny when she was a kitten she fitted in the empty instant noodle pots Dad ate for lunch. My mum washed them and kept them to plant tomato seeds in because she hated throwing away plastic. You’ve probably heard of pirates having ship’s cats and that is what Noodle is. Mum used to take her out to the algae farms and she’d sit at the front of the boat and hiss at the sea.


There was no question of leaving Noodle behind in Cornwall, so we bought her a special crate to travel in. It was made for dogs and took up nearly all the back seats, so I was squashed to one side with the tomato pots by my feet. Dad fitted out the crate so that it had levels for her to climb in, and a litter tray in its own little compartment so she would have privacy when she needed it.


‘I hope she doesn’t poo,’ said Mum. ‘It stinks when she poos.’


‘It stinks when anyone poos,’ said Dad fairly.


I’m sorry that the first time you’re hearing my parents’ voices they’re talking about poo.


Noodle was too busy meowing very loudly to use the litter tray much. This is a superpower cats have: they can hold their wee a really long time. They are unlike humans in this, and other ways. We stopped loads for toilet breaks and for Mum and Dad to swap driving. They put an audiobook on. It was called The Crowstarver by Dick King-Smith and it was very sad and soon we were all crying.


I traced our progress on the road map my parents didn’t use any more because they have a TomTom. Maps are more interesting than screens, I think. They show you the whole picture and make roads look like veins or rivers.


We spent the first night in the West Midlands, at a B&B run by a fussy couple who allowed dogs but not cats. It was too late to find anywhere else, so Dad stayed with Noodle in the car while I slept with Mum in the big bed. It had a mattress made of water, which apparently was popular in the olden days.


‘It’s like sleeping in the belly of a whale,’ said Mum, shifting around. ‘All these gurgles and grunts.’


‘You think?’


‘I know. I’ve heard inside a whale. One swallowed a transmitter we were using to capture them singing. It was louder than the sea in there.’ Her breathing went all calm like it always did when she talked about the sea.


‘Are you excited for the whales in Shetland?’


‘Yes.’ I could hear the smile in her voice. ‘There are so many kinds. Balaenoptera musculus. Physeter macrocephalus, Monodon monoceros, Delphinapterus leucas.’


‘Blue whales, sperm whales, narwhals and belugas,’ I reeled off, translating her Latin words into ones I could actually pronounce. ‘It sounds made for you.’


‘Yes. And for you. It’s going to be the best summer ever.’


‘Will we see otters?’


‘Unlikely, but possible.’ Mum never answered questions like that with ‘yes’ or ‘no’. She was a scientist, and that meant leaving room for the impossible. ‘Though I’ll be travelling north, out to the Norwegian Sea. There’s rumours of a Greenland shark around there.’


I hoped for a story, a story about the Greenland shark. She’s been telling me about sea creatures since I was little, and I’ve collected them in this small yellow notebook with a daisy on the front, strung them on a thread like a necklace, each fact shining and precious. But she yawned again, and I could tell from her not using fancy words any more that she was close to falling asleep.


I rolled over and all I could see were her teeth glinting in the dark. It was like the rest of her face wasn’t there and I touched it just to make sure. I can remember her face that night, feel it under my fingers. Words can be time travel, too.


[image: image]


We didn’t stay for breakfast at the stuffy B&B, and Dad was very grumpy because Noodle had pooed and it made his pyjamas smell. Mum hung them outside the door and closed the window to hold them in place but they escaped on the M5 just outside Birmingham and flew under the wheels of a lorry. They had a little fight, which took us to the M6 to Manchester, then the M62 past Manchester, then the M6 again.


By this time I was very bored of the M6 and also of the names roads have. Wouldn’t it be better if they had names like in books? ‘Elven-way’, ‘Diagon Alley’, or ‘Yellow Brick Road’? That would have made the last paragraph a lot more interesting for you and me both.
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‘Is that it?’


We were sitting in the car on the quay in the village of Gutcher, on the island of Yell, looking at the tiny boat that was going to take us to Unst.


By now we had driven nearly a thousand miles, and had taken one long ferry ride from Aberdeen to Lerwick, a town on Mainland, Shetland. If you still have your map about you, it’ll probably be a speck. But it’s the biggest speck in Shetland, so that’s where the ferries from mainland Scotland arrive.


What I had seen of Shetland so far was very green and very wet, the clouds hanging so low over us I felt sure I could have touched them. Dad unfolded himself from the car as soon as we stopped, and began doing these squat bounces he does every twenty minutes when he’s working at the computer. I slid down in my seat, but at least there was no one my age around.


‘Sausage roll?’ Mum twisted round, holding one out to me. She had a tub of them on her lap, the size of a paint can. She said it’s best to buy in bulk if you have to buy plastic. She liked the really cheap, dry sausage rolls where the meat is pink or grey and occasionally you find a little lump that it’s best to spit out. Dad says they’re made from all the bits they can’t sell in a butcher’s. He won’t eat them.


I took one while Mum stretched in her seat. I heard her neck click. She was used to being outside and moving. She had this really heavy-duty yellow mac, the kind oil rig workers wear, and she went out in all weathers. Even when she was on her computer she rested it on the kitchen counter and typed standing up.


‘The Greenland shark,’ I said.


‘Mmm?’ said Mum, her mouth full of sausage rolls.


‘You said about the Greenland shark, at the B&B. Will you find one, do you think?’


Mum chewed thoughtfully, then checked her watch. ‘Want to stretch your legs?’


‘As long as we don’t have to stand with Dad.’


Now he was swinging his arms from side to side so they hit his bum and legs. I could hear him making little huffing noises even over the wind. Mum snorted with laughter. ‘Agreed.’


We got out and Mum fetched our coats from the boot. Mine is red, and next to her yellow and Dad’s green we look like a set of traffic lights.


The wind nudged us in the direction of a small, drenched bench on the stone quayside. Mum plonked herself down. She doesn’t mind being damp: it comes with the territory of being a marine biologist.


‘How you holding up, my J?’


‘Fine.’


‘It’s been a long journey,’ she said.


‘I know,’ I said. ‘I was there.’


She looked around and jumped when she saw me, pretending surprise. ‘So you were!’


I giggled. ‘The Greenland shark.’


‘Somniosus microcephalus.’


‘I’ve been reading more about it on Dad’s phone.’


‘How did you get signal up here?’


‘It says that they live to five hundred and seventeen years old.’


Mum shook her head.


‘It’s not true?’


‘It’s not proven. It could be true, but they’ve never found one that old. I think the oldest was about four hundred.’


I stared at her. ‘Four hundred?’


‘Yep.’ Mum often did this: dispensed amazing facts like she was reeling off a shopping list. Her knowledge was something she wore as easily as her coat. ‘There’s room for error. Normally with sharks it’s easy to age them. Their bones grow rings, like trees. But Greenland sharks, their bones are too soft for that. So they dated the crystals in its eyes.’


My brain felt like it was stretching, and I made myself remember these facts to put in my yellow book. ‘But that’s mad!’


Mum flinched. She hated that word. She said mad people were only misunderstood. ‘It’s clever.’


‘How do they get so old?’


‘They’re slow,’ she said. The wind was blowing her hair across her face but she didn’t brush it away. I still remember that, how it was loose though usually she tied it back. That day it half-hid her from sight, so that I thought she looked like a seer from a story, giving prophecy.


‘Slow?’ I wrinkled my nose. ‘So?’


‘So they move so slowly, they age slowly. They sort of cheat time. They grow one centimetre a year. You know that’s this much?’ She held up her hand, her fingers nearly touching. ‘It’s not much at all.’


‘Do you think I’ll live a long time, even though I’m growing fast?’


Mum laughed and pulled me to her. She smelt of the rubber of her coat, and of fresh air and sausage rolls. ‘Of course you will.’


‘Mu-um.’ I pretended to try to wriggle free, but really I didn’t mind her hugging me. The ferry horn sounded. The boat went very low in the sea once all the cars were onboard, and I tried not to look, taking out my yellow book to distract myself from the idea we might sink. I’ve been writing in it since I was nine, over a year, and it’s full of facts about sea creatures. I turned to a fresh page, titled it Greenland Sharks, and added the thing about the crystals, and soft bones.


History isn’t my favourite, but I know enough to know that shark was alive before Napoleon was born. Before Mozart, who we learned about in Ms Braimer’s music class. And Napoleon and Mozart were alive a really, really long time ago.


The village of Belmont arrived out of the grey sea and grey clouds, low grey buildings slumped on the shore. I don’t mind grey. My favourite animals, other than Noodle, are grey seals. But it did make me feel a bit heavy in my chest, leaving sunny Cornwall and arriving to rainy Unst, even if it was only for the summer.


There was more driving. We were all very quiet, even Noodle, and I wondered if she felt the same as I did. There was one road out of town, and the other cars mainly peeled off until there were two left ahead of us, but they turned right when we forked left at the end of the road, following a print-out of directions Dad had been sent by work. There were no signs, and it got bumpier and bumpier.


The rain tapped on the roof like fingers, like Dad drumming his desk waiting for an email to come. Mum had her window open still and I could smell the rain: mud and grass crushed together.


‘Are you sure this is the right way?’ said Dad.


‘There’s no other way to go,’ said Mum, waving the print-out. ‘It says straight out of Belmont, left at the fork, straight to Uffle-Gent Lighthouse.’


Yes, you heard that right. Uffle-Gent. The only other lighthouse in that area was called Muckle Flugga, so it really could have been worse.


The land started rising, and our car huffed its way up, up, up. And when we reached the top, Mum wound her window down lower and stuck her head out and whooped.


‘Look, J! Dan!’
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She said it like we might miss it, but it was impossible. At the top of the hill, the road finally flattened out into a scrubby piece of unpaved land, a sort of drive. And arrowing up from the overgrown cliff side, before which was spread a vast and rolling sea, was a round, white-and-black tower.


Uffle-Gent. Our lighthouse.
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I could see why so many stories were set in lighthouses. It’s a good place for adventures even before you go inside. There was a ladder stretching up the tower, the most direct way to the light. A railing ran along the top, protecting a walkway that wrapped around the light’s cage. At the base were tangles of nettles and gorse that Dad had to root through to find the key. He swore a lot and Mum didn’t even shout at him, she was so busy looking at the sea. Finally, he found it under an old tin bucket half-full of rainwater. He picked it up gingerly and wiped his fingers on his jeans. He can be a bit of a fusspot, my dad.


Inside was gloomy and cramped, and my heart sort of flip-flopped at the sight of it. You could walk across the whole bottom floor in ten strides, or six of Dad’s, and the bathroom was right off the kitchen, the bath and toilet very close together.


The furniture had been left by the last lighthouse keeper, and it did not look happy about it. All the walls were round, and all the furniture was straight-lined so nothing fitted, and was placed at right angles like a shipwreck, jutting out and blocking doors. The walls were very thick, but still the damp chased up the sides in dark patches, and the whole place smelt like sea.


The stairway was curled right along the edges of the walls, like an inside helter-skelter. I let Noodle out of her crate and she ran straight up them. We heard her meowing all the way to the top.


‘This is going to be an adventure,’ said Dad.


‘A great one,’ said Mum.


Dad opened his arms and gathered us in so I was squashed between them.


‘Let me out!’


They laughed and kissed, so I made a yuck sound and followed Noodle up the stairs.


The walls were wet under my fingers and circling around made me dizzy. There were three levels besides the ground floor, all made of wood with big steel struts crisscrossing beneath. There was a double bed in the first one, together with a desk so there was hardly any space to stand.


I continued up. A single bed was on the next level, already made up with musty-looking daisy chain sheets, and a blue lamp on a wooden bedside table. My room. It wasn’t anything like at home, with the walls painted like the sea and shells lined up on my shelves. My lip wobbled. It was only a summer, I told myself sternly. That’s how long it used to take to sail to Canada from England. A long time, but not a lifetime. And then I’d be home with Shabs, Matty and Nell again. I went inside and flopped down on the bed. The sheets were damp.


Meowwww.


Noodle was calling me from above. When she gets like that you have to go and see what she wants or she won’t shut up. The next level was directly below the light. I could see the cone of glass braced on metal struts hovering overhead, and imagined Dad would set his computer up here, doing embarrassing stretches as he automated the light.


After four days in the car my legs were jelly and I was breathless by the time I reached the top. Noodle was scratching at a red door with a rusted key in the lock. You couldn’t hear the sea or the wind at all behind it. It must be nearly as thick as the wall.
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