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And here [Nukúnguasik] came upon the middle one of many brothers, busy with something or other down in a hollow, and whispering all the time. So he crawled stealthily towards him, and when he had come closer, he heard him whispering these words:

“You are to bite Nukúnguasik to death; you are to bite Nukúnguasik to death.”

And then it was clear that he was making a Tupilak, and stood there now telling it what to do. But suddenly Nukúnguasik slapped him on the side and said: “But where is this Nukúnguasik?”

And the man was so frightened at this that he fell down dead.

 

Excerpt from

NUKÚNGUASIK, WHO ESCAPED FROM THE TUPILAK

from

ESKIMO FOLK-TALES

Collected by 

KNUD RASMUSSEN (1879-1933)
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I watched the mother weep as she climbed into the helicopter, and during the short flight from the airport at Kulusuk to the helipad in Tasiilaq. Her children clutched at her hands, one on either side, and I felt some pity at their struggle to console their mother. Surely, some great tragedy had struck this east Greenland family, and the journalist in me was curious. Not enough to intrude, or even offer my sympathies – I simply didn’t have the language for it. No, I entertained thoughts of a more mercenary nature, encouraged as they were by a looming deadline, and nothing of interest to report on the horizon. It was my rent and not a streak of compassion that kept me within a few metres of the grief-stricken family on landing in Tasiilaq. I followed them into the heliport terminal – a modest size building with a single hangar on the side that could squeeze in a Bell 212 helicopter, or something of a similar size. But it was in the waiting lounge, furnished as it was with plastic chairs and Formica-surfaced tables, that I felt a sudden lift in my fortunes when I saw Constable David Maratse leaning against the wall by the door, studying the new arrivals. He wore a wool hat which surprised me, as it seemed too early for him, winter was only just starting to establish a foothold on the summits of the mountains.

I waved and he acknowledged me with a nod, before turning his attention to the family, and the weeping mother in particular. I watched him observe each of them, tilting his head as he looked at the smallest of the children, a girl, perhaps five years old, with long black hair that reached awkwardly to her bottom. It was cut at an odd angle, and I wondered if her sister, a few years older, had anything to do with it. Maratse picked up the mother’s bag and the smallest of the girls. He caught my eye and nodded at the door.

“Do you want a lift?”

“Yes,” I said, and shouldered my backpack. I held my laptop bag by the handle, and followed Maratse and the family out of the door. His car, the dark blue police Toyota, was parked with the engine running, on the road beside the heliport. The girl in Maratse’s arms fiddled with the collar of his jacket as he opened the boot and dumped the mother’s bag inside. He waited for me to throw my backpack inside before closing the boot and helping the small girl into the passenger seat. Maratse nodded for me to sit up front.

The mother said nothing on the drive into town. Maratse looked at her several times as she wiped at her tears, before pulling over onto a patch of gravel by the side of the road. He turned in his seat and looked at her. I fiddled with the handle of my laptop bag. The girls said nothing and the only sound louder than the rumble of the Toyota’s engine was the occasional sniffle from the mother. 

I had grown accustomed to Greenlandic silences. More to the point, I had learned when to be quiet, such as when eating a meal. Greenlanders enjoyed their food, and, depending on their exposure to Danes and Europeans, they ate in silence, sharing but a few words until the meal was over, before relaxing on the sofa with a coffee or something stronger. Greenlanders were quiet at other times too, and my previous adventure with Maratse had taught me that the Constable was particular with his vocabulary, and not wont to long discussions. His silence was nothing new, but I became increasingly curious about the situation. 

Maratse spoke, and the mother answered with a nod, and a brief acknowledgment in east Greenlandic. A grunt from Maratse brought a smile to my face as I remembered similar exchanges when we were searching for a murderer by the name of Aqqalunnguaq in the fjord and mountains surrounding Ittoqqortoormiit, a few hundred kilometres north of Tasiilaq. Aqqalunnguaq killed his brother in a bar, and I wondered, just for a second, if this family was reacting to something equally tragic. Life in Greenland was riddled with tragedy. As if the environment was not harsh enough, the social aspects of life on the east coast, added another dimension, something that my connection with Maratse allowed me access to, often resulting in articles that pleased the editors for whom I toiled. The sound of Maratse’s voice, actual words, startled me.

“There should be three,” he said, in Danish.

“Three?”

“Children.” Maratse dipped his head towards the backseat. “There’s only two.”

“I’m not sure I understand,” I said. “Has something happened?” I imagined the loss of a child, and the level of grief that would evoke. It was not lost on me, but I realised I did not have all the details as yet, and needed more information. I waited as Maratse asked a few more questions. The mother answered. Maratse sighed and pulled his mobile from his pocket.

Whatever the mother had said seemed to be linked to the widening of her daughters’ eyes as they listened to Maratse speak on the mobile. I understood why as he spoke to his Danish-speaking partner.

“Iiji, yes, her son. Nine years old. He has taken a boat, and gone to visit his father.” Maratse glanced at me, and said, “In Tiniteqilaaq. Yes, a long way.” Maratse ended the call, said something to the mother, and then repeated it for me. “My partner is coming to pick up the family.”

“He’s coming here?”

“Iiji.”

“And her son is missing?”

“He’s gone to visit his father.”

“By himself?”

Maratse nodded, and said, “She has tried to call the father, but he has not answered.”

“How long has the boy been gone?” I waited as Maratse turned to ask the mother.

“Two days,” he said, and then, “His name is Nakinngi.”

Nakinngi. I tested the name on my tongue, resisting the urge to write it down in my notepad. Maratse noticed the twitch of my hands, opened the driver door, and gestured for me to join him outside. There was a bite in the wind, and a quick look at the mountains showed winter creeping down towards the town. I folded my arms across my chest, as Maratse lit a cigarette and rolled it into the gap between his teeth. He stuffed his hands in his jacket pockets and smoked.

We had been here before, he and I, on the cusp of an adventure. Admittedly, he was doing his job, but the idea of an imminent search was something that appealed to me, and would certainly qualify as an interesting article that I could sell. I decided to test the waters.

“What are you doing in Tasiilaq?” I asked.

“A colleague is on holiday. I am covering his shifts.” Maratse looked at me through the cloud of smoke he puffed out of his lungs. His hands were firmly in his pockets.

“Are you going to search for the boy?”

Maratse nodded, and said, “As soon as the Dane gets here.”

“The Dane?”

“Another colleague, also temporary.”

I turned at the sound of an approaching vehicle, and saw the familiar dark blue of Tasiilaq’s second police Toyota, as it slowed to a stop in front of us. The mother and her girls got out of Maratse’s car, collected their things, and walked the short distance to the other car. Maratse nodded at his colleague, and flicked the butt of his cigarette into the gravel by the side of the road.
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