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When the thunder spirits come, even the earth itself is stricken with terror.

 

Excerpt from

THE THUNDER SPIRITS

from

ESKIMO FOLK-TALES

Collected by 

KNUD RASMUSSEN (1879-1933)


 

 

kalleq – thunder

 

and in context

 

kallerpaluppoq – a clap of thunder

 

or

 

kallileqqajaavoq – thunder in the air
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1

 

Constable David Maratse finished his cigarette as the charter flight landed on the gravel strip of Qaanaaq Airport. He ground the butt on the ice outside the door to the terminal and walked inside. Constable Kuno Smidt waved to him from behind the airport office counter, gesturing for him to come closer. Maratse had a quick look at the people waiting at the tables and nodded at the children climbing on the luggage treadmill stretching just a few metres along the wall. Smidt lifted the counter hatch and walked towards him, shuffling a thin sheaf of papers.

“Passenger manifesto,” he said, pressing the papers into Maratse’s hand. “I’ve had a quick look. No-one special.” Smidt hiked his thumb towards the counter. “They say the same flight comes once a year, every November.”

“Iiji,” Maratse said. He gave Smidt the papers and stuffed his hands into his jacket pockets, as the passengers disembarked from the Air Inuit Hawker Siddeley 748 from Iqaluit. 

“Apparently, they’re Canadian evangelists,” Smidt said. He whistled as the passengers carried at least three guitars and two keyboards down the steps to the icy surface of the airstrip. “Twenty-two passengers, plus three crew,” he said. “Do you want to check their passports as they come through the door or…”

“Let them get their luggage first,” Maratse said. 

Smidt shook his head as he watched the local children swarm around the passengers, plucking at the hems of their coats, and holding out their hands for sweets and crayons. He looked over his shoulder as the ground crew opened the hatch for luggage and an icy blast of air ruffled the papers on the desk. The first suitcases and holdalls thumped onto the treadmill, and a girl shrieked as she rode the rubber flaps towards Maratse. She slid over the end, thumping her feet on the floor. The momentum carried her towards Maratse, and she giggled when she bumped into his knees.

“It’s like the circus has arrived,” Smidt said.

Maratse helped the girl to her feet and then grunted, muttering a few words of Greenlandic under his breath.

“You’re not enjoying this at all,” Smidt said.

“I’ve seen it before,” Maratse said. He gestured at the new arrivals as they piled their luggage into a heap and dug into their pockets and bags for their passports. “They’ve got a captive audience,” he said with a nod towards the locals helping the evangelists carry their bags towards the exit. “It’s all planned. They come each November when the sun is gone, and the ice isn’t fully formed. No-one can leave Qaanaaq, and there’s no entertainment, so…”

“What?” Smidt said.

“So, the whole town goes to see the show.”

“You don’t approve.”

“It doesn’t matter what I think,” Maratse said, holding out his hand to receive the first passport. “It wouldn’t stop them.”

Smidt checked the passenger manifesto as Maratse opened the passports and read the names aloud. Over half the passengers were Canadian Inuit, with blood ties to many of the families in Qaanaaq, the rest were white. The non-Inuit wore thick insulated jackets and huge boots lined with wool and fleece inners; the soles squeaked as they formed a line to show Maratse their passports. Smidt compensated for Maratse’s gruff nod with a welcome for each passenger, followed by a have a nice stay. He stopped after the third time, silenced with a simple look from Maratse.

“I’m working with Scrooge,” Smidt said.

“Who?”

“Never mind.”

Smidt stepped out of the way of a large trunk on wheels, smiling as the passenger struggled to wheel his luggage and the three children riding on top of it to the door. 

“Thanks,” the man said, as Smidt lifted one of the kids off the trunk.

“You’re welcome.”

The child wriggled free of Smidt’s hands and climbed back on the trunk a second later, making a face at Smidt as the passenger zipped his jacket before pulling the trunk into the cold, black Qaanaaq afternoon. 

The line of passengers reduced to just three, followed by the Air Inuit crew. Maratse checked the last names on the list, pausing for a second as he studied the name in the passport in his hand, while scanning the manifesto.

“I’m a late addition,” the man said.

Maratse looked up, studying the man’s nut-coloured complexion as he turned the pages of the dark blue passport. 

“There was a cancellation. I was offered the seat.”

“Offered?” Maratse said.

“I paid for it.”

“Hm.” Maratse studied the photo, and said, “Aklaq Thibault.”

“That’s right. My father was French Canadian.”

“But you’re…”

“Inuit.”

Maratse closed the passport with a soft snap. He handed it to Aklaq and nodded for him to pass. Smidt checked the remaining passengers as Maratse talked to the flight crew. He introduced them to the hotel owner and helped them carry their bags to the hotel Land Cruiser, engine rumbling, just outside the airport entrance. Maratse lit a cigarette and smoked as he waited for Smidt to finish the paperwork at the desk. He watched the line of red lights as the cars drove the four kilometres into town. Clumps of children and teenagers followed the cars, their breath steaming above their heads like the smoke from Maratse’s cigarette. He stubbed it out when he saw Smidt leave the office and walked beside him to the police Toyota. 

“The first meeting is tonight,” Smidt said. “Everyone’s excited about it.”

“Hm,” Maratse said.

“The word you’re looking for is humbug.” Smidt laughed as he opened the passenger door. “It’s from Dickens,” he said. “You know… A Christmas Carol. I thought you were a reader?”

“I don’t read the classics,” Maratse said. “Just science fiction.”

“But you’ve heard of it,” Smidt said. “It’s a start.”

Maratse climbed in behind the wheel. The rubber tread of the tyres squealed on the ice as he reversed out the parking spot. Smidt fiddled with the heater as Maratse drove, turning it up each time Maratse stopped to pick up a group of children. Smidt clapped his hands in the cold as he opened the rear door and helped the smaller kids climb into the luggage space behind the back seat. When the car was full, and the kids were sprawled over the backseat, with two more on Smidt’s knee, Maratse turned on the emergency siren and lights. Smidt caught Maratse’s grin in the mirror and laughed as they drove the last few kilometres into Qaanaaq.

Some of the children were chatty, firing questions at Smidt until Maratse gently chided them out of the patrol car and into their homes, dropping them off in small groups until the Toyota was empty. Maratse drove to the station and parked outside. 

“You’ve got Hans’ number?” he asked, as Smidt opened the passenger door.

“Yes.”

“Call him half an hour before you need him.”

“I thought he lived just over there,” Smidt said, pointing to a row of small wooden houses. 

“He does,” Maratse said. “But he’s slow.”

“Okay.” Smidt got out of the car and zipped his jacket to his chin. He pulled a fleece hat from his pocket and smoothed it over his bald head. “You’re going home?” he asked.

“Iiji,” Maratse said, as he locked the car door. He tossed the keys to Smidt and tapped a cigarette out of the packet from his pocket. “Call me if you need me.” Maratse waited for Smidt to enter the police station, before lighting his cigarette. He rolled it into the gap between his teeth, stuffed his hands in his jacket pockets and walked up the street.

He reached the door to the police residence one cigarette later. He flicked the butt into the spare toilet bucket beside the door, kicked the snow from his boots and stepped inside. The furniture was spare but comfortable, accommodating the needs of the temporary police officers passing through Qaanaaq. Smidt had a whole house to himself at the other end of the village; the next building was the airport, and, before the sun disappeared for winter, Smidt had enjoyed a month of sunsets as the red rays settled on the ice sheet covering the mountains. 

Maratse finished two cups of coffee and three chapters of a book, before Smidt called him. He padded into the kitchen in his socks, answered the phone, and agreed to meet Smidt outside the sports hall within ten minutes.

“It’s crazy in there,” Smidt said, as Maratse arrived. “It’s like everyone is drunk – stupid drunk. The kids are running around as if they are being chased by ghosts. The evangelists have already healed one cripple, and are looking for more from the public.”

Maratse took a breath and waited for Smidt to do the same.

“Hans didn’t turn up for his shift. I’ve called three times.” Smidt sighed. “I don’t like this, David. It feels like something is going to happen, but something is happening all the time. It’s the kids I’m worried about. It’s like the parents have forgotten they exist. Everyone’s glued to the stage, like they’ve been brainwashed.”

“Iiji,” Maratse said. “Because they are.”

“So, what do we do?”

Maratse turned at the sound of a dog chain rattling across the ice. He squinted through the winter dark and watched as a scrawny sledge dog scratched at its ears, before completing another round of its area. The chain was stretched to its full length but shortened each time the dog completed a circuit. Maratse took a step forwards to take a closer look.

“Maratse?” Smidt said. “What should I do?”

“Go back inside,” Maratse said, waving his hand towards the sports hall. He ignored a second sigh from Smidt and walked towards the dog. Something was shortening the dog’s chain. After a few more steps, Maratse discovered what.

As the dog walked in circles the chain wound around the tiny form of a girl hugging her knees in the middle of the dog’s territory. The metal ring and swivel at the end of the chain was secured in the rock and ice at her feet. Maratse recognised the girl; she was the one who had bumped into his knees in the airport. Maratse waved but she didn’t react. He called out, but she ignored him. The chain was wound around her body, and a few more revolutions would bind the dog to within an arm’s length of the girl’s neck. Maratse lifted his foot to take another step towards her. He paused, his foot just inches from the ground, as he studied the dark stain spotting the packed snow in a ring around the girl. Maratse kneeled on the snow, pressed his finger into the ring and looked at the blood on his skin. He looked at the dog, watched as it paused to scratch at its ears. Each of the dog’s ears was missing a V of skin and fur, as if they had been cut with a bolt clipper. Maratse wiped his finger on his jacket and studied the ring of blood around the girl. He called out again, waved a second time, then turned to follow her gaze. 
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