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When they shake their dried boot skin, then the gales come up, the south-westerly gales. And great fire is seen in the heavens whenever they strike their fire stone, and the rain pours down whenever they shed tears.
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I heard about the belligerent passenger, arriving on the charter flight from the marble mine, as I waited for my bags in the heliport. It is difficult to cause problems on a twenty-minute helicopter flight in the Arctic; it requires a certain aptitude for trouble, an attention to detail lost in most drunks, but this particular man was known in certain circles as being one of the most acute drunks to have ever grubbed for minerals in Greenland. It was his success as a miner that usually encouraged people to look the other way, to ignore his cantankerous bouts, but either his luck had run out, or he had pushed the pilot one quip too far on the flight to the island of Uummannaq, locked in sea ice, in the middle of winter.

My own interest in the man began with the radio call I overheard between the pilot and the heliport office, complaining about his passenger. The pilot wanted the police to be at the heliport when he landed, and that’s when my interest was aroused. Constable David Maratse, the subject of a feature article my editor thought I should write, was that policeman. Considering the number of adventures the Constable and I had shared, when my editor suggested the piece I agreed, and booked my own flight to Uummannaq the minute I confirmed that Maratse had accepted a temporary position to cover for a colleague on sick leave. So after landing at the heliport, and greeting Maratse, I decided to stick around when I heard the pilot radio the heliport office. 

“Who is it?” Maratse asked the office assistant. He fished a cigarette from the packet in his jacket pocket and stuffed it into the gap between his teeth when he heard the name.

“Someone you know?” I asked.

“Iiji.”

Maratse walked towards the door, tugging his lighter from his pocket as he pushed it open. I looked at the office assistant, dumped my pack onto the floor and followed Maratse outside. I zipped my jacket and pulled the rim of my hat down over my ears. My breath misted in front of my face as Maratse looked at me through a cloud of cigarette smoke.

“You never said who he was,” I said. “This man, Umik. You know him.”

Maratse nodded, brushed at a fleck of ash on his jacket, as I tugged a notebook from my pocket and breathed on the nib of the pen to warm the ink.

“How do you know Umik?” 

I scratched a few lines on the notepad, waited, poised to write, as Maratse glanced up at the black polar sky, his gaze directed to the east, towards the mine in Marmoralik, and the sound of rotors slapping at the dense winter air above the fjord. He extinguished his cigarette between his finger and thumb, stuffed it into the packet, and patted his pocket closed. Maratse adjusted the utility belt around his waist and opened the door of the heliport as the Eurocopter AS 350 beat at the air above the helipad, touching down a few seconds later. By the time I had stuffed my notebook into my pocket and walked inside, the pilot was already inside the building, with the drunk following at his heels. The man tried to press a handful of crumpled hundred kroner bills into the chest pocket of the pilot’s flight suit. 

“Get this man away from me,” the pilot shouted, as soon as he saw Maratse. He slapped at the drunk’s hands, scattering two hundred kroner notes into the rush of cold air following on their heels from the helipad. The door clicked shut behind them, and the drunk stooped to grab at his money. When he straightened his back and stood up, Maratse was right in front of him.

I saw the resemblance immediately.

Both men shared the same bushy eyebrows typical among Greenlanders, the same wispy black beard, and strong chin. But it was the eyes that confirmed it, as the drunk glared at Maratse. Even the alcohol glaze couldn’t hide the curiosity and glint of quiet intelligence that the two men shared in the depths of their deep brown, almost black, eyes. The drunk was still as he folded the money into his pocket, straightened his jacket, and wrapped his arms around Maratse.

“Qilingatsaq,” he said.

“Ataata.”

Umik let go of Maratse and waved his hand at the handful of passengers waiting for the next flight. He grinned, and said, “This is my son.”

I could almost feel my editor nodding at the revelation, prodding my shoulder for me to take a step closer, to observe the interaction between the drunk and the policeman, the father and the son.

“How is your mother?” Umik asked, lowering his hands as he tilted his head. He lifted his chin and stared at Maratse.

“She’s dead, ataata.”

“Dead?”

Maratse reached for the leather pouch on his belt, unclipped the flap, and unfolded a pair of handcuffs. He held them at his side and waited.

“Piipaajik is dead?” Umik’s mouth drooped as his shoulders sagged, his body deflating until he was a full head shorter than his son. “When?”

“Twenty-three years ago,” Maratse said, as he closed one of the cuffs around his father’s wrist.

“What are you doing?”

“You need to rest.” Maratse spun Umik towards the door with a firm grip of his shoulder, slapping the side of his boot into the back of his father’s knee and dropping the older man to the ground as he flailed with his free arm. “Stop now.”

“Don’t do this, David,” Umik said. “Let me go. Stop.” Umik jerked his head back, clipping Maratse’s chin as the policeman reached for his free hand. Maratse swore, grabbed his father’s hand, and snapped the cuff around his wrist. 

“Ataata,” Maratse said, his voice soft, tinged with a subtle blend of sadness and despair. “Enough now.”

“My wife is dead.” Umik started to sob.

“Ataata.”

“Dead, all these years.”

Maratse wiped his hand across his chin and then pulled his father to his feet. “Up,” he said, and guided him to the door.

“I want him charged,” the pilot said. He stepped around the office counter.

“He needs to sleep,” Maratse said.

“He can’t fly again. Ever. It’s not right.” The pilot took a step away from the counter, and said, “You can’t let him go, just because he’s your father.”

Maratse paused at the door. Umik rested his forehead against the glass; it steamed with circles of his breath. I watched as Maratse looked at his father, and then turned to look at the pilot. A man of few words, Maratse was, in my opinion, the perfect example of authentic understatement. Only once had I seen him lose control, and, to be fair, he was sick at the time. I wondered though, as I studied the policeman, recognising perhaps a trace of sickness again, or was it some cruel acceptance that alcohol had claimed his father, just as it claimed many men and women, Greenlandic and European, that called Greenland their home. The pilot must have sensed it too, his ardour cooling like the cold air sinking over the island as the temperature dipped.

“I’ll lock him up for the night,” Maratse said.

“Okay.”

Maratse nodded at the pilot, gripped his father under the elbow, and opened the door. I grabbed my pack and followed them into the black night and to the police Toyota, engine rumbling, on the thick layer of compressed snow outside the heliport. Maratse opened the Toyota’s boot and swung the door open, pressing his father inside, and swinging his feet up and over the lip before closing the door.

“Throw your pack in the back,” he said, “and I’ll take you to the hotel.”

“Where will you take him?” I asked, as I tossed my pack onto the back seat. 
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