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Introduction

 

Inter Alia is the second in the series of SRU novellas. I originally intended for these stories to be from the present day Special Response Unit, following the familiar characters of Sergeant Gaba Alatak and Constable Atii Napa, and putting them in the limelight. But something happened with the first one, The Sun Dog, and I discovered that I was more interested in exploring the SRU officers’ background, just as I have done with Constable David Maratse, and Constable Petra ‘Piitalaat’ Jensen.

 

Inter Alia is Atii’s story, set partly in the present and partly in the past when she was in her second year of police training. Petra, as often happens, popped into the story to help Atii tell it.
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Glossary of Greenlandic Words

used in the Greenland SRU series

 

aap – yes

amarok – wolf

ana – grandmother

anaana – mother

angakkoq – shaman

appaliarsuk – little auk

aqisseq – ptarmigan

arfivik – Bowhead Whale

ata – grandfather

ataata – father

imaqa – maybe

inuk – human

inussuk – cairn (see Canadian Inuit inuksuk/inukshuk)

kaffemik – celebration/party

kamikker/kamiks – sealskin boots

mattak – whale skin and blubber delicacy

naamik – no

napparsimmavik – hospital

qajaq – kayak

qipoqqaq – Humpback Whale

qujanaq – thank you

terianniaq – Arctic fox

tikaagullik – Common Minke Whale

tuttu – reindeer

ukaleq – Arctic hare
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Naluumasortoq

West Greenland

 

Now


 

 

 

 

 

1

 

The last fingers of winter reached down the mountainside above the small town of Naluumasortoq, a little over 600 kilometres south of the Arctic Circle on Greenland’s west coast. Snow lay in crusty patches in the shadow of large boulders, consuming itself as pockets of air bored into the surface, digging down to the rock beneath. Streams of water, converging in short-lived tributaries, raced from the mountain tops to the sea. The water splashed, lapped, and fizzed, tugging sediment and coarse sand along with the water, eroding yet another bend in yet another channel charging down the mountain. White feathered ptarmigan picked at the grass, pressing their claws into the turf, heads down, with a reflexive look up at the slightest sound or change in the wind.

The people gathered inside the picket fence cemetery did not look up, and unlike the ptarmigan, none of them wore white. Twenty-four-year-old Constable Atii Napa clutched the thin hand of the grey-haired woman beside her, squeezing it tighter and tighter as the pallbearers lowered her father’s casket into the rocky ground. 

“It’s okay, Anaana,” she said to the woman beside her. “Everything’s going to be okay. I’m here now. I’m home.”

Kaatiuut Napa wiped her nose with a tissue and nodded. “I know,” she said. “He said you would come. He promised.”

“Ataata never broke a promise,” Atii said as the pallbearers laid Suiaq Napa’s coffin on the ground at the bottom of the grave and nodded for Atii and her mother to sprinkle the first dirt on top of it. “And I brought a friend,” Atii said, nodding for Constable Petra Jensen to take her mother’s left hand as she took her right. Together they walked with Kaatiuut across the last few metres of ground until, standing at the open grave, Atii reached down for a handful of Greenland earth and sprinkled the finer grit and sand into Kaatiuut’s hand. “This was his earth,” Atii whispered. She tossed a handful of earth onto the lid of the coffin. “It was in his blood.”

“It was,” Kaatiuut said, trembling as she threw her handful of sand and grit after Atii’s, pressing her lips together in a grim smile when Petra gripped her arm gently when she teetered at the edge.

“Careful, Anaana,” Atii said. “Ataata’s not ready for you just yet.”

“Cheeky girl,” Kaatiuut said. She took her daughter’s hand. “I’m stronger than I look.”

“Your grip is,” Atii said, wincing as Kaatiuut held on tight. She nodded to Petra, and they walked Kaatiuut away from the edge of the grave to, as Atii put it, “Give Ataata room to breathe.”

“That’s what he always said,” Kaatiuut said, turning to Petra to explain in Danish. “Atii smothered him, you see?”

“I never did,” Atii said.

Petra flashed Atii a smile and then leaned in closer to Kaatiuut. “Tell me more,” she said. “Tell me how Atii smothered him.”

“You can believe it?”

“Oh, I know it,” Petra said.

Kaatiuut waited for more of the mourners to pay their last respects to her husband, and then slipped her hand around Petra’s arm. “It was the kisses…”

“Kisses?”

“Anaana,” Atii said with a mock sigh. “Don’t tell her about the kisses.”

“Wet ones,” Kaatiuut said, puckering her lips. “She would chase Suiaq around the house after a bath. Naked and wet and only so high,” she said, letting go of Atii’s hand to measure the distance from the ground to just above her knee. “Sopping wet, you know?”

“I can believe it,” Petra said. 

“I couldn’t stop her – all covered in soap. Bubbles in her hair, making it spiky…” 

Kaatiuut turned her head to one side to look at her daughter, and then, closing her eyes for a moment, she shook her head. “Still spiky.”

“Gel,” Petra whispered. “Not bubbles.”

“Come on, P,” Atii said. “Don’t give her any ammunition.”

Kaatiuut let go of Petra’s arm to adjust the collar of her jacket, zipping it under her chin as a small crowd gathered around them. Men and women, friends from the town, children – mostly related – gathered around the two police constables and Kaatiuut in a half circle, leaving a gap to the grave, as if Suiaq might want to hear one last story before he departed. 

“Naked,” Kaatiuut said.

“And wet,” Petra added, tucking a loose strand of long black hair behind her ear.

Kaatiuut nodded. “Sopping.”

Atii turned to her father’s grave, raising her voice just a little louder than the wind, and said, “Ataata, a little help?”

“Oh, he isn’t going to help you,” Kaatiuut said. The crowd held their collective breath until Kaatiuut laughed. “He’s going to stay down there where it’s safe.” She cackled and said, “No more wet kisses!”

No kisses, just tears, a few quiet laughs, a smile, the holding of hands, wiping of eyes, and the image of a naked little girl…

“Sopping wet,” Kaatiuut said.

…chasing her father around the house, herding him into his favourite armchair, and pinning him to the cushions as she clambered up his thighs and onto his chest to plant kisses upon his cheeks.

“And with every kiss,” Kaatiuut said, “she blew bubbles.”

“Raspberries, Anaana,” Atii said, and demonstrated. 

The mourners laughed, sniffing back more tears, glancing at the grave as if Suiaq might say something – one last comment, or even blow a raspberry of his own.

Atii did it for him.

“Goodbye, Ataata,” she said, taking a small step towards the grave. “I’m going to take Anaana home now. Okay?” She paused and the half circle of mourners fell silent. “I don’t think you meant to leave us, but I understand that you had to go. Not an easy decision. I know. But I want you to know that it’s okay. We’re going to be okay. And, you know, if you ever want to just talk, or something. Then…” Atii swallowed, and then glanced up at the grey skies threatening one last flurry of snow before the summer. “I’ll listen, you know? I’ll listen out for you. Just talk. I’ll listen. And then, you know…”

Kaatiuut squeezed Petra’s hand and nodded at Atii. “She needs you,” she whispered.

Petra smiled and then waited as Kaatiuut gathered her family and friends to lead them out of the cemetery, past the sand-smooth picket fences around the older graves, and the plastic wreaths pinned beneath small rocks on the newer ones. 

“Do you remember?” Atii said, stuffing her hands into her pockets. “There was that one time when we went hunting. When you…” She paused as Petra stepped forward and slid her arm around her waist. Atii nodded and then turned back to the grave. “Your eyes were failing, Ataata,” Atii said. “You were worried you couldn’t hunt anymore. So, I said I could hunt for you.” Atii turned to Petra and said, “I was twelve.”

The wind hurried sand across the cemetery, sifting and shushing across their shoes, spilling over the lip of the grave to scatter upon the lid of Suiaq’s coffin. Atii looked out to sea and took a deep breath, as she stared at the whitecaps surging towards the granite fingers of the rocky shore.

“I said I could be your eyes,” Atii said, turning back to the grave. “I said I could point, and you could shoot.” Atii snorted and wiped snot from her nose with the back of her hand. “He didn’t agree,” she said, swallowing as she looked at Petra. “He said if I was old enough to point a gun at a thing, I was old enough to kill it.” Atii shrugged, adding, “Just one of the crazy things he would say.” She took another breath of sea air. “And then we went into the mountains.” She reached out as if to cup her hand on a child’s shoulder. “He held on. Like this.” She grasped the imaginary shoulder. “I led him up the track. Over there somewhere.”

Petra turned to look in the direction Atii pointed. 

“About four hundred metres up, there’s a smaller track that twists through a gulley. From there…” She paused to glance at the grave as if to check she was telling it right. “From there, another two hundred metres, then a bit of a climb.” Atii stuffed her hand back into her pocket. “I carried a metal frame pack – just the frame. Ataata had the food and sleeping bags. If we got lucky, we would switch, and he would carry half the reindeer back down to town…”

“Reindeer?” Petra said.

“Aap,” Atii nodded. “You didn’t think we were just shooting birds, did you?”

“But you were…”

“Twelve.” Atii nodded. “And the rifle kicked like a bear. I never told Ataata, but the first time…” Atii lowered her voice. “The recoil knocked two of my baby teeth out.” Atii shrugged and said, “They were already loose. But Anaana was pretty mad about it, blaming him…” She pointed at the grave. “Of course, he didn’t see it, and I didn’t say anything.”
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