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Prologue

 

The slopes of the mountainside to the north of the village of Qaanaaq are covered with stubborn bushes. Each bush, no taller than a child’s knee, is thick with spindly branches, tougher than they look, tough enough to catch ankles, trap toes, snag on laces. In late August the branches are heavy with berries – kigutaarnat nagguii, the Arctic Blueberry – small, but fat with summer juice, ready to burst after months and months of perpetual sun. Children pluck them, squeeze them, sucking the juice as it bursts onto their thin fingers, licking at it as it runs along the backs of their thumbs, free of its skin, free to run.

Just like the children.

Caught by the ankles.

Trapping toes; snagging laces.

The adults, women from the village, pluck berries by the bag, knotting them and stuffing them in the freezer, keeping a bag or two to bake in a cake, to decorate frosting, but rarely to jam or juice. They pick their way up the mountainside, stripping the area above the graveyard where the berries are especially ripe, the fattest of the summer gluttons. The children tumble through the bushes alongside them, giggling and shrieking, grasping plastic freezer bags, now juice-opaque from one fall too many, until, silent, they crouch with their bottoms on their ankles, plucking berries, pressing them between purple lips, then pausing to flash purple smiles at neighbours, cousins, sisters and brothers.

School starts within the first few weeks of August. The teachers of the younger grades lead class expeditions into the berry fields, venturing further and further away from the village, scouring the thinner pickings of the bushes between the airport road and the mountain slopes. Tuula Simigak is one of the berry expedition leaders, a newly trained teacher with an infectious ambition that the children love. They battle for possession of her young hands, taking turns to tug the slim twenty-six-year-old teacher up shallow but steep-sided gullies, dust on their shoes and sneakers, juice and dirt beneath their nails. They tug at Tuula’s clothes too, particularly the girls, twisting the tips of curious fingers into the fashionable tears in her jeans, comparing their own scuffed denim knees with hers. She’s one of them, more Inuit than Greenlander, returned to the village to teach, and, in Tuula’s eyes, to inspire. 

“When you leave to study,” she says, and they listen, curious to hear Tuula tell them of the lives they can lead, the lives they must lead, if they are to grow beyond the borders of their small village in the far north of Greenland, if they wish to leave, like she did, and return, as she has done, with an education, a job and a future. “It’s important,” she adds, when she can see she has their attention.

The boys find a boulder to leap from, playing air guitar as they launch into the space above the gulley, landing in clouds of dirt, spitting and grinning. The girls cluster around Tuula, until Mii and Balikka peel away from the group, promising to stay close but keen to follow the stream gushing down from the ice sheet. Mii knows where the good berries are on this side of the village. She flicks her shoulder-length black hair with a turn of her head, before leading Balikka to them, crossing a dry, flaky grey wooden bridge, twisting through the bushes, raising her hands, pointing when Balikka asks how far, waiting and catching her breath as Balikka, with her stubby legs, picks her way through the worst of the catch-all branches towards her.

“Are you all right?” Balikka asks, when she reaches her friend.

Mii nods between gasps, shaking her head when Balikka starts to shout for Tuula.

“I ran too fast,” Mii says. “Anaana says I might have asthma.”

“Okay,” Balikka says. Her brow wrinkles as she takes her friend’s hand, holding the tips of Mii’s fingers as Mii sits on a sun-bleached rock.

“I’m all right,” Mii says. She points at the bushes on the other side of a narrow gulley. “Just over there,” she says. “Big berries. Go see for yourself.”

“If you’re sure?”

“Sure,” Mii says, tugging her fingers out of Balikka’s grasp.

Balikka looks back at Tuula and her classmates crouched in the bushes close to the larger, faster stream of water charging down the mountain. The water is clearer and stronger than that which flows down the narrow gulley just in front of the girls. But when Mii coughs Balikka slides into the gulley, dips her plastic bag into the cool water and fills it. She wrinkles her nose at the smell of something hanging in the air between the gulley sides. She dips her hand into the water, feels it pinch cold around her skin, and then sips a palmful, shrugging as she swallows before wiping her chin. Spots of water seep into the dusty slope as she scrambles back up it, one hand throttling the top of the bag, while she supports the bottom with the other. 

“For your throat,” Balikka says, presenting the bag to Mii. She tugs Mii’s empty bag out of her friend’s pocket as Mii takes a sip of water, laughing as the water splashes onto Mii’s t-shirt, and again when Mii squeezes the bottom of the bag to squirt a gob of water at her. “Stop,” Balikka says, shrieking as she leaps out of range. Mii grins and takes another sip of water.

Balikka turns at a shout from their teacher. She waves her arm, smiling when Tuula waves back. Tuula shouts something and Balikka takes a step forwards, deeper into the bushes, cupping her hand to her ear and shouting that she can’t hear her, that Tuula will have to shout louder. The boys join in, startling ptarmigan from their hiding place beneath the branches with high-pitched shrills and whistles. Balikka squeals as three fat birds launch out of the bushes to her left, flying at head height, following the contour of the land, before sinking out of sight. She recovers and scowls at the boys, opening her mouth in response, ready to curse them and cuss them out, until she hears Mii clawing at the blueberry bushes, her nose pressed into the dirt as she rasps the air into her lungs through berry-stained lips. 
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The bump of the Dash 7 landing on the gravel airstrip jolted a smile onto my face, as I imagined Constable David Maratse leaning against the wall in the tiny airport lounge inside Qaanaaq airport. I brushed a strand of hair behind my ear as I wondered how long it had been since I last saw him. It made sense that he had taken the temporary position in Qaanaaq – it was the last place he and Kuno Smidt had worked together before the car accident in Nuuk. No-one would call Maratse sentimental, but he had a knack of reacting sentimentally, as if his subconscious was giving in to what came naturally to others, mimicking them, almost. It was difficult for others to see, of course, considering that Maratse’s vocabulary often amounted to little more than grunting in two Greenlandic dialects and three languages, but it was there. You just had to know where to look.

He frowned a lot. I had noticed that. But it was his looks that often gave him away. On a sliding scale somewhere between a penetrating stare and bemused curiosity, Maratse revealed his feelings in his eyes, closely followed by his actions. Words were more or less important. It’s what I liked about him, what drew me to him, despite the age gap. Where Gaba Alatak, my casual on and off boyfriend, was all muscle and ego, quick to demand and to react, Maratse seemed to let things flow around him, like a boulder on the ice sheet, stubborn and stationary, until the slow build up of energy around forced him into action.

The more I thought about it, the more it made sense. He was that boulder on the ice, a part of the landscape, blending in until he didn’t, stationary until he wasn’t. 

“Stubborn and exasperating more like,” I whispered, as the pilot turned the Dash 7 in a noisy arc in front of the airport building. I fixed my hair in a ponytail, waited for the other passengers to move along the aisle, and then unfastened my seatbelt. I peered through the scratched windows at the baggage handlers, as they tossed suitcases and backpacks into the scoop of the digger parked behind the wing, grabbed my hand luggage and then walked to the door. Maratse, hands stuffed inside his jacket pockets, was leaning against the wall by the check-in desk, exactly as I had imagined him.
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