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For my father—a gentle man

—D. B.

For my own Dan, who I will forever adventure with

—K. P.
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THE INTRODUCTION

IF YOU HEAD NORTH, really north, to the north part of north, where parallels and meridians tangle, where compasses get confused and chronometers lose confidence, and then once you reach that north, you go just a little bit farther north, that’s where you’ll find Duane and his friends.
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It is a world apart, but it’s familiar all the same.

Duane will likely greet you with the warm affection he shows for his friends C.C., Magic, Handsome, and the others. He might offer you an icicle treat or ask your opinion on whether a mid-late-morning nap is preferable to a late-mid-afternoon nap. And if, during the first few minutes of your chat, you find yourself unable to stop staring, unable to overlook the fact that Duane is a polar bear, do not worry. Duane won’t be upset. Duane rarely gets upset. He has only kindness in his heart, which is why his friends love him so.

But for those of you who have limited time, due to school or soccer practice, or because your parents need looking after, and making a long trek up north is just not possible at the moment, then the story I’m about to tell will tide you over until you are ready.


[image: Image]


1.

DUANE ARRIVES, MAKES A FRIEND, AND FINDS A HOME

AS THE STORY GOES, before there was Duane, there was C.C. Ask any of his friends, ask Sun Girl or Squint, and they would tell you the same.

One day, which is to say one Thursday, because all good stories start on a Thursday, Duane lumbered into the Very, Very Far North from somewhere else. It wasn’t planned. It wasn’t expected. But it was summertime, so in a drowsy, lackadaisical frame of mind, Duane followed the shoreline of the Cold, Cold Ocean, paying no attention to anything other than the sound of the gentle lapping water. Eventually, he found himself on a beach that slanted at just the right angle to make it ideal for napping. Even better, behind the beach were marshes filled with long, tasty grass, and set farther back were bushes and bushes of delicious wild berries.

Duane prized three activities above all others. Since two of them happened to be napping and eating, he found this place to be more than agreeable. In fact, right then a nap was insisting itself upon Duane, who yawned in complete agreement. But when Duane stretched himself on his back to warm his tummy in the summer sun at just the right angle, his eyes caught sight of something curious off the coast. It was a ship, or rather, it was a shipwreck. Duane was not well-informed enough to know what either a ship or a shipwreck was, but I can tell all of you who do know that the tall wooden ship that had run aground was old. Only one of the three masts remained unbroken, and none still held its sails. The hull listed to one side, and a very large, splintery gash marred the bow.

Duane studied the shipwreck with great interest because Duane was a polar bear in possession of a curious nature. In the right situation, a nap and a snack could sometimes be put off for a little exploring. Exploring was Duane’s other most favorite activity. Toward the Cold, Cold Ocean he went, and with a splash, he was soon paddling to where his curiosity led.

He reached the shipwreck, swimming right through the gap, as the ship did not lack for seawater within, which sloshed back and forth against the thick wooden ribs of its dark belly. Duane swam toward midship, where a set of steep stairs invited him up to a level still inside the ship but above the water’s surface. With a couple of shakes, Duane dried himself off and began his exploring in earnest. Along the corridor were several rooms, some filled with boxes, others containing strange items he couldn’t name, but sadly, none, as far as his nose could tell, had anything to do with food. At the very end of the passageway was a door, slightly ajar with light spilling out. Also spilling out was the sound of a well-spoken voice. The voice was speaking Latin, which you may know, but Duane did not, nor do I, so I’m afraid I cannot translate.

“Cogito, cogitas, cogitat.”

How curious, thought Duane, making his way closer. Written on the door with beautiful flourishes in gold paint was a name, but time had faded most of the letters away so all that remained were two capital Cs. Duane, however, mistook them for two round eyes. When he pushed his snout through a gap, he was able to glimpse who was talking in that mysterious language.

“Ego descite, discis, et discit.”

Perched upon a wide oak table, among more strange items, Duane spied a snowy owl reading from a large open book. I would hasten to add that she was a very serious-looking owl, but I’m not sure if owls come in any other variety.

[image: Image]

“Hello,” said Duane.

“Rogo, rogas, rogat—” The owl paused, looked up from the book, and rotated her head toward Duane. “Who might you be?” she inquired.

Here was a question never asked of Duane before. He gave it serious thought because he suspected that this was what the owl would want. “Well, I might be Kevin or Trevor . . . but I’d prefer to be myself, Duane.”

“Duane the polar bear.”

“Am I?” asked Duane.

“Most certainly,” said the owl with a curt nod. “I can show you a drawing of a creature that quite resembles you, and beneath the drawing it states emphatically that you are a polar bear.”

Using her wing, the owl flipped quickly through many pages of the book that sat on the table in front of her until she stopped and pointed with her other wing. Duane ventured closer and looked over the owl’s shoulder. “Huh! So I am.”

“And will you, Duane the polar bear, be staying here?”

“Here?” Duane looked around the room, with its many bookshelves and metal objects and such. Everything looked hard and had sharp edges. Other than the back wall, which consisted of mainly windows that allowed in lots of light, it was not nap-friendly in the least. And besides, wouldn’t it be an imposition? Duane felt he wasn’t anything more than an uninvited guest or a well-intentioned intruder. “Isn’t this your home?”

“It wasn’t at first, but it is now. I’ve grown fond of the library and the scientific instruments.”

“I’m not sure that I’d be comfortable here myself.”

“According to this book, you prefer living in snow caves.”

“According to me, as well,” agreed Duane, who considered himself more and more of an expert on the subject.

“However, we’re currently short of snow, it being summer. If you are willing to adapt, there is a rock cave not far from the beach you were about to take a nap upon. Follow me and I’ll show you.”

The owl took off from the table, flew out of one of the open windows, and then upward out of sight. Two polar-bear blinks later, she returned to find Duane standing exactly where she left him. “I should have mentioned that there is a set of stairs at the far end of the corridor that leads above deck.”

“Ah,” said Duane in understanding.

When they reunited atop the broken ship, Duane had thought up a question. “How did you know I was going to nap on the beach?”

“I used this telescope,” she said, flying over to the ship’s bow and perching upon a long brass tube mounted on a tripod. “Come look through this end.”

Duane did, and sure enough, there was the beach and the delicious grass and berry bushes, as if they were close enough to nibble on. But when the owl tilted the opposite end of the telescope up a bit, Duane could see a rock cave built into a hillside behind a field.

[image: Image]

“It’s a very large cave,” explained the owl, “big enough for a polar bear’s needs, and not presently occupied.”

Duane had come from somewhere else, and now he was here. But what was here? Here was an excellent cave, and here was a perfect beach, and here was a place with plenty to eat. More importantly, even to a polar bear that puts napping and eating high on his priority list, here was a snowy owl nearby. She seemed very smart. She seemed very helpful. She seemed as if she could be a friend.

“I’ll take it,” said Duane, resolute. “Thank you, See-See.”

The owl now seemed surprised and puzzled. She flew off the telescope and landed a few feet away upon the unbroken mast. “Why did you call me C.C.?”

“It was on the door of your room. Two big round eyes to see with. I assumed it was your name.” What Duane did not know, but which I will tell you right now, is that before that moment, the owl had never been called See-See or C.C. It is still unclear whether the owl had any name at all prior to the one Duane gave her. Duane would eventually give names to all of his friends except for one, but C.C., as I shall now spell it, was his first. “Is it not your name?”

“It wasn’t, but on consideration, I think it shall be,” replied C.C. with another curt nod. “You’re very good at giving names, Duane the polar bear.”

This made Duane very happy, not just because he discovered a new talent, but also because giving a compliment is what friends do, and C.C. had done just that.

So Duane swam back from the shipwreck to claim his new home. He discovered that inside the cave was a soft feather mattress, somewhat old and musty, but still bliss to lie upon. Duane was enthralled.

Before he tucked in for the night, Duane stood silently at the mouth of his cave to take in the lovely view. In the far distance, he saw the Cold, Cold Ocean and the shipwreck. At a closer distance, the Fabulous Beach, as he would now call it, and closer still, the marshes and the berry bushes. In the field just below him, to his surprise, he spotted a musk ox. The musk ox was standing beside a pond, staring lovingly at his own reflection. Whether that musk ox had a name prior to when Duane came along is also up for debate, but for now, let us end this story with Duane drifting off to sleep on his soft feather mattress, wondering about that musk ox and hoping that they too might eventually become friends.
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2.

DUANE MAKES HIS HOME HOMIER AND GETS TO KNOW HIS NEIGHBOR

IN THE WEEKS THAT followed Duane’s arrival to the Very, Very Far North, he set for himself the goal of making his new cave as cozy as it could be. It was the mattress left behind by whomever had lived there earlier that had inspired him. Such softness was a new and wonderful experience for Duane. He could hardly believe that a nap could be made even more pleasant than it already was, but the mattress definitely proved so, and it led him to consider what other items might bring unexpected delight into his life.

C.C. suggested that the mattress was most likely brought over from the Shipwreck, as Duane now called the place where she lived. She said, “As long as you would be kind enough not to remove the books and scientific objects from my room, I don’t see any reason why you can’t borrow anything else onboard.”

So Duane rummaged from room to room, putting together items he would like to bring back to his cave. A table, some chairs, a set of drawers to keep any interesting things he might find on an adventure—these were the first pieces Duane chose to take. Also at C.C.’s suggestion, Duane used a small boat that was tied to the Shipwreck to carry everything back to shore. He named the small boat the Wreck-less on account of it not suffering a big hole that would cause it to sink.

Back and forth, Duane swam from the Shipwreck to the beach, pulling the Wreck-less by a rope that he held between his teeth. It was hard work, both the swimming and later, the carrying, because then he had to bring the objects from the beach up to his much higher cave. Harder still were the unexpected interruptions whenever he passed the field where his neighbor, the musk ox, made his home.

The friendship that Duane had so hoped would blossom between the two of them had not yet progressed beyond occasional hellos. The musk ox was often too preoccupied with . . . well, himself, and his reflection in the large pond. But this day was different. Breaking his gaze, the musk ox would ask Duane the same question, each and every time Duane walked by.

“And what have you there?” the musk ox would say, despite it being fairly obvious what was in Duane’s arms.

On the first trip to his cave, Duane was carrying a table. Without putting it down, Duane stopped and replied, “It’s a table.”

“Yes, yes, so I see, so I see,” commented the musk ox, returning to his reflection.

Assuming the conversation was finished, Duane continued up the hill toward his cave when he was addressed by the musk ox a second time. “For what will you be using it?”

Still holding the table, which was feeling increasingly heavier, Duane turned around to respond. “Oh, I don’t know. I thought that it would be nice to eat breakfast at or to keep a vase of wildflowers on, to cheer the cave up.”
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“Yes, yes, that would be proper,” agreed the musk ox.

Duane watched him return his attention once more to the pond before twisting his heavy load back in the direction of the cave. He could feel his front paws weakening with the effort of holding the table while he climbed.

“Do you have a vase?”

Duane stopped momentarily and let out a brief whimper. Taking a deep breath, he gathered his waning strength in order to turn and politely face his neighbor. Duane then bent backward so that some of the table’s weight rested on his belly, which was uncomfortable but did help prevent gravity from taking both him and the table forward and back down the hill at a speed faster than deemed safe. “Do I have a what?” he struggled to ask.
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None of Duane’s efforts of endurance seemed to interest the musk ox in the least. “I was simply inquiring whether you were in possession of a vase for the wildflowers of which you spoke. My great-aunt once had a spectacular vase. I shall never forget it. Painted in the lightest of blues, with twisting vinelike handles, one could only admire its daintiness. But heavy? My goodness, you could not imagine an object as heavy as that vase.”

In fact, Duane could well imagine an object so heavy because he was currently buckling under the weight of the heavy table. Lower and lower his back arched as his poor knees bent, eventually bringing him flat on the ground with the table straddled above him. The musk ox gave Duane a disapproving look. “You don’t intend on leaving the table there, I trust.”

“Just for a minute or two,” said Duane in a faint voice.

On subsequent trips, when he passed by the field and the musk ox inquired of what was in his arms, Duane would put down the chairs or dresser or box of knickknacks and not lift them again until he was absolutely sure that the musk ox had asked every possible question and related every memory that came up within the conversation. In that way, Duane managed to complete his journeys without collapsing from sheer exhaustion.

Late in the day, Duane returned the Wreck-less, believing he had completed transforming his cave into a cozy home. He intended on popping in to say goodbye to C.C., who had been very helpful, but instead, on a whim, he had one last rummage. Making his way deeper into a large, shadowy room filled from floor to ceiling with this and that, Duane spotted something as tall as he, but thinner, with a very round face and no hands or arms. He rushed to find C.C.

“What’s that?” Duane asked her, once back in the room.

“My book tells me that it’s a grandfather clock,” explained C.C. “I am currently in possession of what is called a pocket watch, which is similar in purpose but a great deal smaller.”

“Will it grow up into a grandfather clock?” Duane wondered.

“I have asked that very same question. My current hypothesis is that it will, but ultimately, it will be a wait-and-see situation.”

“You said it has a purpose. What purpose does it have?”

“To tell you the time,” replied C.C.

Duane found that a curious thought. “But isn’t the time always now?”

The smart and well-read owl hesitated. “Ahem, yes, I suppose . . . but when is now? Is now the morning, or is it noon, or is it late at night? Do you see the complications?”

Duane did not. “I know it isn’t morning because I already ate breakfast. I had berries. They were delicious. I know it isn’t noon because I already felt the sun losing interest in the day and heading off to wherever it goes. I put ‘now’ sometime between late afternoon and evening because if it were night, I probably couldn’t see you.”

The deep-thinking owl stared at the polar bear for a good long time, unable to come up with a countering argument, so she changed the subject instead. “Time has not been good to this grandfather clock. The hands on its face have fallen off, making it impossible to tell if it’s four twenty-eight, or eight forty-two, or seven thirty, or a quarter to nine.”

Duane understood nothing that C.C. had just said other than that it used to have hands on its face, which, in the way that Duane understood it to mean, was really more of a misunderstanding than an understanding. Hands on its face? he wondered.

“This grandfather clock has lost its purpose,” C.C. continued.

Duane found that terribly sad news. He came closer to the grandfather clock, with a strong desire to console it. Then he thought he heard something. Duane put his ear up against the side of the clock and listened closely. “It sounds like large water drops falling from a melting icicle and hitting a puddle. Is the poor old thing melting, too?”

“Your observation skills are admirable, Duane the polar bear, but your conjecturing needs work. It’s not melting; it’s tocking.”

“Really? Is it talking to me?” he asked, completely misunderstanding again. Duane addressed the object in an apologetic tone. “I’m afraid I don’t speak Clock.”

“No, Duane, I meant it was tick-tocking. That’s what clocks and watches do.” Using her beak, C.C. pried open a long thin door in the belly of the clock, thus revealing an intricate display of rusted gears and springs and chains and doodads creaking away. “A clock is a machine.”

“That tells what time now is,” Duane stated with growing confidence.

“Yes. When it works correctly. When it has its hands,” C.C. clarified.

“Which this one doesn’t,” Duane said sympathetically.

“No,” agreed C.C. “This grandfather clock will tick-tock away, but to no end, to no purpose.”

The owl and the polar bear stood silently, as if to pay respect to the clock’s woeful, abandoned state. It was a solemn, heavy moment until Duane’s expression suddenly brightened with a big smile. “Perfect! I’ll take it!” he said, lifting the grandfather clock up in a bear hug.

“B-b-but why?” sputtered C.C. “It won’t tell you anything.”

“No,” agreed the polar bear, “but it will suggest possibilities, and that’s always exciting.” Then Duane, concerned that the time was late because he could see the blackening sky, and wanting to avoid climbing up to his cave with the heavy clock in complete darkness, began lugging it to the Wreck-less.

C.C. was an owl who preferred sensible answers, and Duane’s answer was not nearly close enough to meeting her standard. “What possibilities?” she demanded while in pursuit.

“Well, maybe, at a certain time in the future, I will come across a delicious chocolate cake.”

“Yes, perhaps,” agreed C.C. “But the grandfather clock can’t tell you when that might happen.”

“And it can’t tell me when that might not happen either, on account of its having no hands. So it remains a possibility.” Duane loaded the clock onto the boat and took hold of the rope. “Good night, C.C. I’ll return the Wreck-less tomorrow.” With a small splash, he was in the water, pulling his clock toward the shore.
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