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And I think over again

My small adventures

When with a shore wind I drifted out

In my kayak

And thought I was in danger.

My fears,

Those small ones

That I thought so big,

For all the vital things

I had to get and to reach.

 

 

And yet, there is only

One great thing,

The only thing:

To live to see in huts and on journeys

The great day that dawns,

And the light that fills the world.

TRANSLATION OF INUIT POEM, CARPENTER, E., ‘ESKIMO REALITIES’, BY PERMISSION
FROM THE ROCK FOUNDATION/ESTATE OF EDMUND CARPENTER
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Crammed into a small Twin Otter aeroplane, behind boxes of fruit, bread and other supplies for the local shop, my young family and our nine cowering sled dogs were about to land in one of the coldest, most remote communities on earth. Strapped into her seat, two-year-old Orla slept while baby Oisín, on my knee, constantly pulled his socks off, baiting a fierce-looking black dog with his plump toes. Due to a lack of space on the aeroplane, the dogs, new recruits to the family, were tied behind and under our seats because their regulation crates had been ditched at our previous stop, the small airport at Resolute Bay. Normally, such proximity to each other would cause ferocious fighting, but shaken by their terror of flying, they could only muster the occasional snarl.

‘I can’t put my feet down’. Our five-year-old, Tempy, pouted, pointing to Minnie Mouse, a small husky sleeping under her seat.

‘I know, I have a dog under my seat too, so does Orla, but look – I can see the sea.’ I peered through the tiny ice-coated window. ‘We’re almost there!’

The thick, gloomy fog obscuring our view flying over Cornwallis Island, Wellington Channel and Devon Island dissipated, revealing a jigsaw of ice floes cluttering a blue-black sea.

‘That’s Jones Sound, won’t be long now.’ Danny shouted over the engine’s din, hemmed in by our crates of gear stacked at the plane’s rear.

Staring at the ice-studded Arctic waters with excitement and a nip of trepidation, my mind raced, coming to terms with the new reality ahead of us. Only two weeks ago, at the end of summer 1989, we had locked up our cottage on the south-western tip of Ireland and began our journey north to spend a year living in Grise Fiord, a tiny Inuit hamlet on Ellesmere Island, over 1,000 kilometres above the Arctic Circle. The thought that we were crossing paths with the Brent Geese I had often seen along Dublin Bay in my student days struck me. They were leaving Ellesmere, flying to the Irish coastline to escape the long, freezing winter ahead, as we abandoned such prudence and flew in the opposite direction.

Although I’d travelled a lot, the furthest north I’d ever ventured was to Scotland, but Danny was no stranger to Arctic life. As an artist, he had spent three months in the Inuit community of Qiqiktarjuaq on Baffin Island in 1977, where he painted icescapes in oils and watercolours and was captivated by the austere beauty of the place. He was equally attracted to the adventure of exploration. During his second trip in 1981, as one of three members of the First Irish Arctic Expedition, he travelled solo for weeks in the uninhabited north-west interior of Ellesmere Island. Danny’s love of all things polar, as well as his unflagging optimism, was contagious. To be out on the sea ice, far away from any signs of civilisation, painting untouched vistas that have changed little over millennia, was for him sublime, and for me, the lure of the unknown outweighed any forebodings of danger, isolation, and loneliness.

Growing up, my parents rarely went anywhere, apart from summers spent with relatives in the countryside of North Tipperary, which felt like paradise for a small child from a housing estate in a midland town. But from a young age, I was aware that we are part of a mysterious, wider world where people live entirely different lives from my narrow existence, gleaned mainly from reading and television. This opened my eyes, and I couldn’t wait to go further afield as soon as possible. At the age of sixteen, my school friend Monica and I found summer jobs at a hotel in Kerry, and as my mother later told me, from then on, ‘I was gone’. During my final years at school, I worked hard to get a place in Medicine at university. My somewhat naive ambition was to practise as a doctor in some far-off, underdeveloped region of the world. As I cycled to school, I daydreamed I was on ships bound for foreign lands, where I could immerse myself in a new culture and meet different people while providing medical assistance. That plan got side-tracked after I married Danny. Although we did travel to far-flung places, we could never bring the children. But this time, the whole family could travel together to live in Grise Fiord, the only Inuit hamlet on Ellesmere Island, and undertake a long journey by dog team across the frozen sea to Greenland. Beyond Grise Fiord, the atlas showed mountains covered in ice caps, glaciers and the Arctic Ocean with the elusive North Pole. It seemed the most exotic venture possible.

Finding specific information on this tiny Inuit community before the availability of the internet or the World Wide Web was difficult. Still, through some of Danny’s Canadian friends, I learned that the population was less than 100, Inuktitut was the spoken language. Although most people were employed, hunting was still the main preoccupation. In an article about Grise Fiord in National Geographic, I spotted a photo of carefree kids playing outside their school in the snow. Danny assured me that the Inuit are the most child-centred people he had ever encountered, the ideal place to bring our kids. Living at a latitude of over seventy-six degrees north meant the sun would not appear over the horizon for three months of winter, while the thermometer would stay below at least -30° Celsius. I couldn’t imagine a more alien environment to live on earth – perfect for experiencing a totally different life.

Barren brown hills powdered with snow appeared on the horizon as the plane began its descent, and minutes later, a line of tiny houses edging the shoreline came into view. Then we lost altitude and alarmingly headed straight on a collision course for those steep hills. Bracing myself, I hugged Oisin tightly, as the plane banked sharply to the left, the wing tip almost touching the cliff above. These aerial manoeuvres triggered deafening howls from all the dogs, waking Orla. Both sisters, stunned by the noise and chaos stared in silence at Rambo attacking and ripping apart a box of bread beside him, followed by a frenzied tearing at the seat to which he was tethered.

‘Don’t worry, we’ll be getting out now’, I said as the plane eased down to a gravel riverbed, shaking in the crosswinds coming off the ice cap above. Balloon tyres touched the ground while the engines reached an ear-splitting crescendo, drowning the clamour of the dogs, before coming to an abrupt halt. Calm then descended as the plane purred and snowflakes floated to earth outside.

‘Wow, that was dramatic.’ I gasped, turning towards Danny.

‘I thought we weren’t going to make it at one stage,’ he laughed, getting out of his seat and making for the door. ‘It’s probably just another routine touchdown for the people here. We’ll get the children out first, then take the dogs.’

Relief at arriving was short-lived. The pilot opened the door, filling the plane with a blast of icy Arctic air and the dogs lurched towards him. Keen to unload his cargo and get out of this godforsaken place, he began to untie them.

‘You’ll get a bill for this,’ he mumbled when he saw the Rambo-damaged seat.

Passing the children over to Danny, I noticed a small gathering of people outside and hoped they would help us disembark, but they all drew back at the sight of our dogs. Mike, a government representative and Fred, the Royal Canadian Mounted Police (RCMP) officer, came forward to introduce themselves and help us unload. Terry, Mike’s partner and resident nurse, was waiting to board the plane to fly to Iqaluit for a nursing conference. She introduced me to Ooleesie, a small grey-haired woman standing beside her. Like most elders here, she spoke Inuktitut with a few words of English.

‘Leave the children and come and help get the dogs off the plane,’ Danny shouted to me, grabbing two dogs by their leads.

‘I can’t, I have Oisín.’ With Oisín in my arms, I thought I would be spared handling the dogs until I got to know them better.

‘Just leave him there, on the ground,’ he pointed to the frozen gravel, ‘it won’t take long. We can’t have these dogs loose here.’

I scanned the rugged terrain for a safe and warm place to put a one-year-old. Finding nowhere, I handed him to Ooleesie, who brought him to a warm truck parked nearby.

‘Here, take Minnie Mouse, she’s quiet.’ Danny gave me her lead.

Mike, Danny, and I raced back and forth from the plane to fence posts tying dogs on one by one, out of reach of each other to avoid fights. When they were all secured, we boarded a truck with our luggage to bring us to our house, about half a kilometre from the airstrip. Until now, I hadn’t noticed that the plane also carried another passenger, a young woman called Lizzie, who had travelled in the cockpit with the pilot because, like many Inuit, she was afraid of dogs.
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Our house on the left facing the beach.


We had been allocated house number 23, a compact wooden structure built on stilts in the permafrost, and identical to the dozen others along the seashore. Despite being bare and empty, it felt cosy and I was relieved to find it had all the facilities of a house thousands of miles further south. I investigated the bathroom first, happy to see a flush toilet and bathtub with running hot and cold water.

‘You’ve been saved from the infamous honey buckets.’ Danny laughed, poking his head in the door. ‘And here’s the water tank hiding behind the front door.’

‘Now you won’t have to go to chip blocks off icebergs for water either.’

I joined him to inspect the plumbing. Fresh water was delivered by truck every day into this tank. Wastewater and sewage, on the other hand, were stored in a tank under the house and emptied daily by the sewage truck. Apart from a fridge, electric cooker, sink and cupboards, there was no other furniture. The children sprinted from room to room, hiding in the empty cupboards and shrieking in delight at finally having space to play. I almost joined them until I noticed our box of food had not arrived with us. Then, a lilting, staccato voice came through the door.

‘Sorry I couldn’t make it to the airport to meet you guys.’ A pale, young woman with long blonde hair came in, dressed in a white, fox fur-trimmed amauti, the traditional Inuit garment for carrying babies. ‘But you found the house anyway.’ Glowing like a snow queen, Anne Gardner, who worked for the local housing association, came to check on the house. We had corresponded briefly to arrange the rental. This was a stroke of luck for us because due to a housing scarcity throughout the Canadian Arctic, our Canadian contacts told us it would be impossible to rent in any of the communities, but because of its remoteness, Grise Fiord might be our only hope. It was up to the local housing committee to accept us. Our timing was perfect, some Grise Fiord families had recently moved down to Iqaluit or further to Inukjuak in Quebec and they were now looking for other families to replace them.

‘There was a problem with the furnace, but I guess it’s fixed,’ she said, pressing the thermostat on the wall. Instantly, with a roar from the furnace cupboard, hot air blew from under-floor ducts into every room.

‘You’ll be warm enough now.’ she smiled, rocking five-month-old Mark in her amauti. ‘I have to go. If you have any problems, call me. I’ll be in the Housing Association Office tomorrow.’

‘Well … we have one small problem already,’ I blurted as she made for the door, ‘our box of food is missing. Can I get some food in the store? What time does it open?’

‘Maybe about two-thirty or three tomorrow.’

‘Tomorrow.’ It was only late afternoon.

‘I can give you some things, what do you want?’

‘Anything you can spare would be great.’ Not including seal meat, I almost added.

‘Ok. I’ll send PJ over.’

As soon as Anne left, a swarm of children arrived. Awkward and shy at first, they stood outside the open door eyeing our children, fidgeting and giggling. But when I turned my back to unpack, mayhem broke out as ten youngsters raced about the house, banging doors, squeezing into empty cupboards and hiding amongst our boxes, in a game of hide-and-seek to the joy of the younger Osbornes. Like a passing tornado, the boys rushed off to the next house leaving two older girls, Pauline and Susi, to play with Tempy.

While Danny walked back to the airstrip to check on the dogs for the night, a caravan of people streamed through the door carrying a table, two chairs, a bed frame and two large mattresses, all orchestrated by Ooleesie. She carried a box of food, detergent, and washing-up liquid and PJ, her blonde four-year-old grandson, delivered groceries from Anne. Ooleesie, I gathered, was Anne’s mother-in-law, I would soon figure out all the inter-relationships in this small, tight-knit community. I briefly met Anne’s parents, Mike and Margaret, in Iqaluit on our way here. They had moved to the Canadian Eastern Arctic from England in 1955 as Anglican missionaries and had intriguing stories to tell of their early days here, but I was so preoccupied with sorting our gear, dogs and children that I regretted not having more time to chat with them.

‘Hey, what’s happened here? Am I in the right house?’ Danny beamed on entering our transformed home. He was just in time for a dinner of baked beans and eggs, all from Anne and Ooleesie.

‘Do you remember the other passenger on the plane? he asked, buttering some toast.

‘The woman in the cockpit?’

‘That was Lizzie Flaherty, seems there’s a big family of Flahertys living here’

‘How did an Irish name get way up here?’

‘I think they’re related to Robert Flaherty, who made Nanook of the North.’

It turned out there were three generations of Flahertys living in Grise Fiord, all descendants of the Irish-American film-maker Robert J. Flaherty, who travelled to Northern Quebec from the US in the early 1920s to make the famous docudrama Nanook of the North, portraying the hunting life of an Inuk man and his wife. Maggie Nujarluktuk, who played the young woman, was five months pregnant with Flaherty’s child when he finished filming and returned to his wife and children in the US to continue his movie career. He had no further contact with her or his son, Josephee, who was Lizzie’s father. Flaherty’s film was an international success, but his true Arctic legacy, I discovered, is his Inuit descendants, who continue to thrive and contribute to modern Inuit society today.

 

 

 

‘There’s so much to learn about this place, but right now, we need to get the kids to bed.’ I herded them into the bathroom, found their toothbrushes and popped Orla on the toilet. ‘Uh-oh we have no toilet paper or tissues.’ I called to Danny.

Minutes later, Ooleesie appeared at the door again, waving two rolls over her head with a flourish. Who needed language when you could use telepathy?






Chapter Two
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I woke early to a hushed house taking a few seconds to register where I was, but the view through the small bedroom window left me in no doubt. A spotless mantle of soft snow smothered the tundra and piled into drifts where the wind had pushed it against sheds. Hunks of moored ice appeared as phantom boats docked at the water’s edge, only metres from the house. Parked snowmobiles, sledges and boxes, all cloaked in snow, were enchanting spectral forms in the grey dawn light. This was our new world, our new life for the next year. I lay back in the bed to savour the anticipation.

Thoughts of how all this came about trickled back. Nine years previously, when I was a medical student living in Dublin, my friend Sheila told me her boyfriend John, a team member of the First Irish Arctic Expedition, was packing expedition equipment for their exploration of north-west Ellesmere Island, in a small warehouse off Camden Street near where I lived at the time. In need of distraction on a wet Sunday afternoon, I popped in to volunteer assistance, and there I met Danny, who introduced me to the small world of art in Ireland as well as travel to the remote Canadian Arctic. Although I was never a thrill-seeker, I was attracted to his adventurous spirit. We met again after he returned from his arctic expedition and a year later, when I had qualified in medicine and was working as a junior hospital doctor, we married and started planning our own travels. ‘We need to do these things now,’ he would often say to me, ‘because life is short.’

‘But we’re still young.’ I would reply, thinking his perception of our mortality had been influenced by the early deaths of his immediate family. He was born and grew up in the south of England. His father, a RAF pilot was killed in a plane crash when Danny was only seven years old, and he was then sent off to boarding school for the next eleven years of his life, which he hated. His only sibling, Kay, who had been ill for years, died of renal failure when she was in her teens, and his mother passed away from cancer a year before I met him. All deeply traumatic events for a young person to deal with on their own. In converse, my Irish upbringing involved my parents, five lively siblings, a benevolent grandmother, aunts and uncles with dozens of cousins and friends, who were all an important part of my life.

Danny moved to the Beara Peninsula in 1971 and after we married, I moved there too. We continue to live here, but he always remained captivated by the Arctic wilderness, the wide-open spaces, the lifestyle, and the opportunities, especially for going out on the land and painting. He yearned to go back, and although I was keen to see the place he was so smitten with, I first wanted to go somewhere less cold, like South America, which piqued my curiosity. We opened ‘South America’ in our atlas on the kitchen table, looked for the highest concentration of volcanoes there and hatched a plan to traverse down the middle of the Andes between Chile and Argentina for six months, alone, apart from buying llamas to carry our gear. But we had a big problem. I became pregnant well into our planning process, by which time commitments were made, such as making a film of our journey for RTÉ, and money had been spent. I didn’t see a way out. Our first baby, Tempy, was born three months before our departure, and I could not bring her because of the effects of altitude and other dangers on the journey, even deferring our travel would not solve this problem. Heartbroken, I left her behind with my mother, but knowing how besotted she was with her first grandchild eased some of the pain of the separation. I had been hard on myself, suppressing my emotions to achieve our goal. Three years later, after Orla was born, we left both children with my sister when we joined the Irish North Peak of Everest climbing expedition to Tibet, a shorter time away. Still, we knew we could never leave them behind again, even though my family gave them the best care possible during our absence.

Now was the right time to go somewhere cold, where our entire expedition centred around the children, taking them to a place where other youngsters were already thriving and planning a journey that was suitable for them. Occasionally, small seedlings of anxiety emerged when I pondered the hazards of a journey to Greenland, but I didn’t let them grow. Danny was excited when he came across the story of the last Inuit migration to Greenland and was convinced that retracing this migration was achievable for us. And having experienced the rigours of travelling on the ice of Ellesmere Island, he was familiar with the terrain and the risks involved, whereas I could only let my imagination run wild.

‘They’ll be fine’, he insisted whenever I voiced my concerns for the safety of the children. ‘We’ll make sure they’re warm and protected. Anyway, children here travel on the ice with no problem.’

I needed to find out more about this polar migration. While he pored over detailed maps searching for the best route for our journey, I researched reports of the Qitdlarssuaq saga. Inuit history comes from an oral tradition and various fragments have been documented from different sources years after the event. A French missionary priest and anthropologist, Guy Mary-Rousseliere, who spent fifty-six years living in the Canadian Arctic, wrote the most detailed and cohesive narrative. The story began somewhere near Igloolik in the mid-nineteenth century when a shaman or angakkuq, called Qitdlarssuaq, had a vision of people living further north but completely cut off from the rest of the world. He convinced a group of about forty Inuit to follow him to find these people. As an angakkuq, a mediator between the human and spirit world, he possessed strong powers of persuasion, but another version of the story tells us that Qitdlarssuaq, with his companion Oqi, murdered a man and although a motive for their crime was not clear, a vendetta was being pursued against them by the victim’s family and friends. During a revenge attack, while they were out hunting, they managed to repel the assailants with bow and arrows from a vantage point on top of a nearby iceberg, but Qitdlarssauq knew they would be back and the only way to escape was to go somewhere distant and unknown. Enlisting family and friends, including Oqi, he formed a group of followers, men, women and children, to travel further northwards from the north of Baffin Island across Lancaster Sound to Devon Island. This was a hazardous crossing, the sea ice continuously fractured and moved, forcing them to make many detours for better conditions. Progress was slow. Their sledges or qamutiit pulled by dogs were heavily laden with all their belongings, including kayaks. and they had to make camp several times on the pack-ice.

Contemplating the perils of travelling across moving ice and relieved we would not be doing that first part of the journey across Lancaster Sound, I fell back to sleep, to be woken hours later by the excited shouts of children outside. Tempy had never seen snow before, and she pushed a chair to the window to watch her new friends running around, pulling small sledges or qamutiit, building snowmen, and throwing snowballs. Impatient to join in the fun she quickly dressed and bolted out the door. I brought Orla out into the crisp, cold air to see her sister being ferried around in a small qamutiik by two boys. She tried to run after them, but her toddler’s legs wobbled on the slippery snow and she fell face down into the cold, wet stuff that would be with us for the next nine months, blowing about in blizzards, collecting in snowdrifts and covering everything with a white layer of frosting. Even though the temperature was only zero, about as high as it gets at this latitude in September, we retreated to the warmth indoors.

‘I’m off to search for our sea-lift boxes,’ Danny said passing us as we entered the dark porch, ‘and I’ll move the dogs nearer to the house too’

The annual ‘sea-lift’ had arrived in Grise Fiord about a week before us, which was fortuitous, considering the large ice floes that drifted onto the beach during the night, and apparently were piled up for six kilometres out to sea. Originating in Montreal, the ship travelled to northern communities, delivering a year’s supply of non-perishable goods for the store and households, as well as building materials and thousands of gallons of fuel for heating and electricity. This is a vital service for such isolated people due to the high cost of air freight and is dependent on favourable sea ice conditions; some years, it can’t get in to make its delivery if its path is blocked by a build-up of floating ice. Because of insufficient time and funds, before we left home, we had only managed to arrange to ‘sea-lift’ a small crate containing plaster and clay for Danny’s sculptural work, as well as wood which he intended to use to make our qamutiik, and most essential, warm winter clothes. Our budget was tight. Funding for a film of our journey that we had planned to shoot fell through just days before our departure, so apart from some small savings and a bank loan, the only money coming in would be from an occasional newspaper article that I arranged to send back to the Sunday Tribune newspaper in Ireland, as well as the possible sale of a few of Danny’s paintings. It wasn’t nearly enough, but that could be dealt with later when we would get a better idea of our options.

 

 

Danny arrived back after some hours. ‘I had to walk the dogs two by two from the airstrip to the other side of town, over there beyond the last house.’ he said hanging his jacket on some hooks near the door. ‘It took four trips, but I found a good spot where I chained them on some rough ground near another dog team.’

‘Did you find our sea-lift boxes?’ I wanted to wear our winter clothes.

‘I didn’t make it there, I’m afraid, because our biggest problem now is to get more chain.’

‘I thought you brought enough of it in your hand luggage? I watched Oisín take unsteady steps towards his father. At twelve months old he was becoming more confident with his walk. ‘We really need our winter clothes now, especially for the kids’

‘Well, the chain is our priority now, we don’t have enough to tie all the dogs out securely.’ He put the kettle on for tea. ‘And the only other person with a dog team here is Larry Audlaluk, you know him, he lives in the first house? But anyway, he has no spare chain, and I tried in the Co-op too, but they have none.’

‘What are we going to do? How will you get more?’

‘I’ll have to ask around. Someone might have some to spare. I see other dogs chained up outside houses, mixed breeds, mainly German Shepherd … They’re not used for pulling sledges. They just stay chained up outside.’ He got the Red Rose teabags out of the cupboard and some hard-tack pilot biscuits.

‘What do you think is the most precious delivery the sea-lift makes here?’

‘Haven’t a clue. Fuel, I guess.’ I humoured him while trying to figure out how I could retrieve that important box of clothes now that his priorities were different to mine

‘No, Pepsi! He laughed. ‘I met some very happy people carrying crates of pop home. They haven’t had any in the last month or so, and the whole community is craving Pepsi or C-Plus.’

‘That’s fuel too – a different kind,’ I smiled. His distraction worked and I set about checking our bare cupboards to see what we could use for lunch.

Having eaten fried egg sandwiches, we went to the Inuit Co-op, the only store on Ellesmere Island, a warehouse with a supermarket, open for about two hours every day. Along with a food section, it stocked clothes, utensils, furs, guns, ammunition, and even a post office. Everything a northerner would need was here. I had been forewarned prices were high, very high, and some items were four times the amount I was used to paying. Paring my long list down, I browsed the nonperishable food shelves, pleased to see tinned fish, baked beans, peas, dried sultanas and milk powder, all shipped up by sea-lift were a lot cheaper than airfreighted goods. Fresh vegetables comprised a few onions, potatoes and sad carrots.

‘You need to come just after the plane arrives with the fresh food. They sell out fast.’ Cecil, the easy-going laconic store manager, told me when I enquired about the availability of eggs and fresh fruit and vegetables. He packed our food, pots, pans and broom into cardboard boxes and didn’t mention the damage our dogs did to the food on the plane. Waiting behind us to pay for his box of bullets, a chatty young man introduced himself and, seeing our sizeable load of shopping, offered to deliver the boxes to our house. Oodilatitat was the driver of the garbage collection truck, he told us, so I guessed he hadn’t much to do anyway, with only about thirty buildings to service and a kilometre of drivable dirt road stringing them together. For most of the year, this road is covered with hard-packed snow which becomes smooth and glassy with wear. Four-wheel drive vehicles were restricted to this route, but every family had a snowmobile or ‘skidoo’ that had replaced dog teams as the main mode of transport decades ago. Leaving the Co-op, the hum of their engines and the smell of gasoline fumes filled the air as people started using them again to go shopping, to school or wherever the snow now gave them access. With a rubber track instead of wheels for the uneven icy terrain, they climbed steep hills and zoomed between houses. It would take another month before the sea freezes, allowing skidoos to crisscross its surface.

‘We could check on our sea-lift crate on the way home now that our shopping is being delivered,’ Danny suggested.

‘Where exactly is it’

‘Down on the beach towards the RCMP station, it’s not far.’.

The plywood crates were brought to shore from the ship by a barge during high tide and deposited on the beach to be collected by their owners. There weren’t many left when we arrived. At first, we could see no sign of ours, then Danny found it among a pile of discarded empty crates. He loosened the wooden top with his Swiss army knife enough to peer inside.

‘I can see the wood and the box of plaster, but no sign of the clothes box,’ he said.

‘You’re joking.’ I put Oisín down on the ground and pushed beside him to look in.

‘The most important box is missing. The kids really need those down-filled jackets now.’ I glanced at wind-whipped, rosy-cheeked Orla and Tempy wearing light windproof jackets over wool sweaters, barely adequate at -5°c. With the temperature dropping every day, they had to wear something warmer.

‘Don’t worry they’ll turn up. I’ll call the sea-lift company,’ he said.

‘And another thing, I can’t keep carrying Oisín in my arms, he’s much too heavy. I need an amauti.’

The women all wore practical and elegant amauti, which were used to carry babies and toddlers in a large pouch at the back, keeping them warm in all weathers. Decoratively trimmed with fur and colourful braiding, they came in two styles: short with a full skirt or long with an apron front and a longer ‘tail apron’ at the back.

‘Why don’t you ask someone to make one for you? They have rolls of material in the Co-op.’

‘Yeah. I’ll ask around and see if I can find somebody. It might be expensive, but I have to get one.’

Meandering along the shoreline on our way home, the girls ran around playing among small, stranded ice floes scattered on the beach. Further on, near Larry’s house the sea was stained crimson.

‘Look Ger, I think that’s a beluga.’ Danny pointed towards a white mound beside Larry’s canoe. ‘Let’s go and see.’

‘Well … okay.’ I would have preferred to see the small whale alive. The blood was off-putting, the children were becoming fractious, and a biting cold numbed my face and hands.

‘They were called ‘Sea Canaries’ by sailors years ago, because of their high-pitched cry,’ he told me as we walked down to the carcass. ‘You can even hear it out on the ice near open water, like a polynya.’

Looking at the Disney cartoon face still smiling sweetly, I shuddered.

‘I’ll never get used to all this butchering.’

‘You will,’ he laughed.

‘I know. I’m being hypocritical. Factory farming is far crueller and revolting.’

Suddenly, without even a warning whimper, Orla screeched. She had enough and knew the best way to galvanise her parents into action was to yell at the loudest, highest pitch possible, not melodic like a canary. Three minutes later, we were back in our warm home.
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