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The snow outside sifted into the cracks of the wooden walls as the young woman shivered on the damp mattress inside her room. The chair beside her bed creaked as Constable David Maratse reached forwards to wipe the woman’s brow with a damp cloth, silently cursing the latex gloves that webbed his sweaty fingers and the surgical mask that caught in the stubble on his chin. The storm, like the woman’s fever, raged, scouring the sides of the house just as the woman’s dry coughs scoured her throat. Maratse leaned back in the chair, dumped the cloth into the bowl on the bedside table, and sighed. He fiddled the mask into a more comfortable position before tugging a slim book from the cargo pocket of his uniform trousers. Maratse leaned to one side to read in the soft light from the bedside lamp as the woman twitched, coughed and sweat into the long, dark winter night.

Three sharp knocks on the side of the house, followed by three more, dragged Maratse out of the brief nap he had taken between pages. He lifted his head from his chin, licked his dry lips, and then turned to look at the bedroom door as someone clumped up the stairs. He nodded as Taqqina Paajari opened the door and stepped quietly into the room.

“You’re still here?” she said, as she adjusted the mask to cover her nose and mouth.

“Iiji.”

“I thought I told you to go home and rest.”

“You did.”

“But you stayed.”

Maratse closed the paperback and rested it in his lap. He looked at the woman, and said, “I thought I would read for Navana.”

“She’s too hot to focus on words,” Taqqina said.

“I thought I would try.”

Maratse stood up and moved the chair to the wall. He watched as Taqqina sat on the side of Navana’s bed, pressing two fingers to Navana’s wrist as she looked at her watch, counting the young woman’s pulse as she watched the seconds tick by. She made a note of the number before taking a digital thermometer from her bag. Taqqina stood to lean over Navana’s body, smoothing the long strands of sweaty black hair from the side of Navana’s face to take her temperature inside her ear.

“It’s still high,” Taqqina said, as she cleaned the thermometer with a swab of disinfectant. 

“And her pulse?” Maratse asked. He tilted his head to catch Taqqina’s eye, curious that the mask she wore was too big for her face; the nurse’s long eyelashes brushed the stiff edge of the mask. “Also too high?”

“Too fast,” Taqqina said. “She’s fighting it, but I don’t know how long she can keep going.” Taqqina stuffed the thermometer into her bag, holding the edges for a moment as she collected her thoughts. “I can give her something to bring her temperature down, like before, but she’s not improving.”

“Hmm,” Maratse said. He took the bag from Taqqina’s hand and gestured for her to sit down in the chair by the wall. “When did you last sleep?”

“Me?”

“Iiji.”

“I don’t know.” Taqqina looked up. “I had a nap earlier. At least, I think I did.”

“Taqqina,” Maratse said.

“Iiji?”

“You need to rest.”

Taqqina’s mask fluttered as she sighed. “Okay.”

She looked at Navana, put her hands on the sides of the chair and started to stand. Maratse stopped her with a gentle but firm hand on her shoulder.

“Five more minutes.”

“Five?”

Maratse smiled as he let go of Taqqina’s shoulder. “Maybe ten.”

He reached up to pinch his nose and adjust the mask around his face.

“Don’t fiddle with it,” Taqqina said. “At least not too much. We’re running out.” She spotted the edge of the book peeping out of his trouser pocket. “You should change your gloves too, before touching anything.”

“Do we have enough gloves?”

Taqqina shook her head. “Not if more people get sick. I checked three houses on the way to Navana’s. People are getting worried, David. If it wasn’t for the storm, I’d think they leave.”

“They can’t leave,” he said.

“I know. But we can’t stop them. I mean, what can we do?”

The heat of the room, Navana’s sweat, and the chemical tang of the gloves prickled inside Maratse’s nose as he thought about the storm. The thick snow and freezing temperatures – minus twenty – prevented all but the hardiest of Greenlanders from venturing off the island. Sailing a small fibreglass dinghy in a snowstorm on a dark winter’s night in Greenland might be possible for a hunter and fisherman, but even they wouldn’t risk the safety of their family at sea. Unless, Maratse realised, fear of the virus outweighed the risk. 

“I’ll stop them,” he said.

“How?”

Maratse shrugged. “I’ll find a way.”

Taqqina’s eyes flickered to the pistol holstered at Maratse’s hip. “You could shoot holes in all the boats.”

“I could,” he said. “But they’ll fix them.”

“Release all the dogs – so they have to round them up.”

“Taqqina…”

“Iiji?”

Maratse picked up Taqqina’s bag and then held out his hand. She took it, and he helped her to her feet. “There’s a couch downstairs. Take a few hours.”

“I have to go to the next house.”

“I’ll go,” Maratse said.

“But you’re tired too.”

Maratse pointed at the chair, and said, “You caught me napping.”

Taqqina let Maratse guide her to the bedroom door. She shook her head and took the bag from Maratse, muttering as she shook the tablets into her hand and helped Navana to take them. Taqqina made a note in the small notebook she carried, before nodding that she was ready.

“You’ll wake me in two hours?” she said.

Maratse nodded, pausing for one last look at Navana, before following Taqqina down the stairs.

“And before that if anything happens, or if you need me.” Taqqina paused on the third step, rounding on Maratse, her large brown eyes piercing the gloom above the staircase as she waited for Maratse to nod. “Good,” she said, and took the last few steps down to the corridor, and then a few more into the living room.

Maratse waited by the door as Taqqina slumped onto the couch and removed her mask and gloves, dropping them into a plastic bag inside her medical bag. The light from the kitchen shone into the living room, catching the tired lines around Taqqina’s eyes, and the mole beneath her eye on her right cheek. Maratse stepped into the room, took a blanket from the armchair and draped it over Taqqina as she laid down on the couch.

“It really is only the first day?”

Maratse checked his watch and nodded. “For another two hours.”

“Okay,” Taqqina said, closing her eyes as she sank into the couch cushions.

Maratse waited for Taqqina’s light breaths to change to soft snores, before padding out of the room to find his boots. He avoided the spots of melting snow pooling around Taqqina’s boots and pulled on his own. The thought crossed his mind that Taqqina was younger than most of medical staff in the settlements. The Danes called them jordemoder, or midwives – in name only. They had the barest of medical training, and often less than that. Taqqina was the exception, a trainee nurse, caught in the settlement while visiting family, and now trapped by the weather. The one thing that Taqqina had in common with the midwives in the settlements was that like her they typically worked alone, administering little more than tablets and plasters as they called the larger medical centres to arrange consultations and request transport. 

“Counting on a lifeline,” Maratse whispered, as he tied his laces and opened the front door.

He tugged the mask further down his neck, pressing it deep inside his collar to hide it from the snow, before tapping a cigarette out of the packet from his jacket pocket. He shut the door to Navana’s house, cupped his hands around the flame of his lighter, and then rolled the filter of the lit cigarette into the gap between his teeth. He clasped the lighter and then stuffed his hands into his jacket pockets. 

Maratse thought about the lifeline as he dipped his head and trudged through the snow towards Navana’s neighbour’s house, curious at the way the weather worked, trapping Taqqina on the island when the people needed her most. Of course, Maratse knew it didn’t work like that. And if it did, before he gave Asiaq, the weather goddess, any credit for keeping the helicopters grounded and Taqqina on the island, he should remember that Navana and her virus were trapped on the island too.
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