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Author’s Note

 

Another indulgent Constable David Maratse story. Bait is set sometime between the end of Katabatic (novella #1) and Qivittoq (novella #6). I’ve always been deliberately vague with the timeline in the novellas leading up to the novels, and Bait is no exception. 

 

Once again, Maratse is the main character, but he is far more in the background in this one. But, no spoilers, I’ll let you discover for yourself.
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1

 

I was in Nuuk when it happened, staying with my mother and her latest boyfriend. I was out late, sneaking bottles of cheap spirits into the nightclub with my friends. I was eighteen and I had plans. As soon as I had enough money I would fly back to Ittoqqortoormiit and buy a boat. I would hunt in the winter, fish in the summer. This is what I told my friends, even the half-Danish kids who ran with us, although they would never understand, just like the kids from the south didn’t understand. Sure, you could find the hunting life in the capital, but you didn’t need it. The supermarkets were stocked year-round, and the social benefits rolled in every two weeks. If I took anaana shopping before she spent it on booze, then we had food for at least a week. Of course, the last few days of every fortnight were hard, but I got by. And every week I scraped enough money from odd jobs to put a little away, somewhere my mother wouldn’t find it.

I caught her trying again that night.

I came home, doing my best to walk straight, drunk on cheap vodka and the scent of Arnat’s skin. She let me touch her that night, and I was high on life – living it for once, out front where the excitement was, not at the back of the queue waiting for something to happen, for someone to notice me. I think it was the vodka that did it. I think Arnat was impressed. Suddenly, there I was, a man who could get stuff, who knew how to have a little fun. She promised we could have more fun the next night, but that night she had to get home to her boyfriend. I didn’t care, because she promised more fun. All I had to do was turn up the next night with more vodka. More vodka meant more fun.

Everything was going well until I found my mother going through my room looking for my savings.

“I just need a little,” she said, swaying by my bedroom door as I pushed past her.

“What for? You’ve had enough.”

“Naamik. Not nearly enough. I just need a drink. It’s a sad night.”

“Why? What’s happened?”

“Your ataata is dead.”

She said it just like that – cold, matter of fact. Then she slid around the door and leaned against the wall. My mother stank of cigarettes and beer. Her hair clung to her bare shoulders in long, black twists. But there was a sadness in her eyes that, if she wasn’t drunk, might have been genuine.

“He was a good man, Naata,” she said. “You look just like him.”

I slumped onto my bed.

“What happened?”

“He got into a fight with your uncle.”

“Frederick killed him?”

“Naamik,” she said. “Your father killed him.”

“So, my uncle is dead?”

“And your father.”

“How?”

“He took a boat and went into the mountains. You know his cabin?”

I nodded. He had taken me there once. It was close to the water, and right on a trail that led up into the mountains where the reindeer were. He gave me a small pack and a small calibre rifle, showing me how to put the safety on before pulling on his own pack and beckoning for me to follow him up the mountain. I was five. The pack tugged at my shoulders, while the strap of the rifle hanging across my chest pulled my head forwards. Everything hurt and my cheap trainers rubbed at my heels.

I didn’t care.

I was with my dad and we were going hunting.

He carried the hunting rifle, the 7.62 calibre suited for reindeer. He had tins of ravioli in his pack, and I remember heating them on a fire we made from heather and twisted branches of Arctic willow. The reindeer, he told me, would be over the next rise, and that we would sleep there, and find them early the next morning.

I didn’t sleep. 

It wasn’t the mosquitoes. I just didn’t dare take my eyes off my father. He smoked after dinner, and then rested his head on his pack once he had made coffee. I stared at him, until he opened one eye.

“What are you looking at, Naata?”

I told him I was looking at him.

“And what do you see?”

I saw so many things, more than a five-year-old can put words to. I saw the man who was my father, the one who visited perhaps twice a week in the winter but could be gone for a month at a time each summer. He ate at our kitchen table, slept with my mother – I heard them each night. Then he would be gone, disappearing from our lives and into a fibreglass boat. I saw the fisherman standing at the stern, cigarette in his mouth, one hand on the broom handle bound with wire and twine to the stubby arm of the outboard motor. I saw the hunter with his dogs, kicking the puppies to one side as he wrestled the team into harness. I saw the man joking with the other men by the water, on the ice, outside the store, inside the bar. I saw him drink, more than he could handle, although I was too young to know it. I saw all those things, but mostly I just saw the man who was my father.

He left my mother the following week.

That hunting trip was our last, as he had another baby to care for, another mouth to feed. I used to blame my mother, when I was old enough to hear her crying through a drunken haze, that if only she could have had more children, then he would have stayed.

So, it was actually my fault. 

I was her first and last child. It was me who drove my father, her boyfriend away. And the little money I had saved up in the tin beneath my bed, was enough for a bottle of spirits – I owed it her. She said so.

“What are you going to do with it anyway?” she asked.

“I was going to fly home.”

“Nuuk is your home. This is where you went to school.”

“But it’s not where I want to live.”

“Hah,” she said. “You want to be a hunter? You want to be like your ataata? Is that it?”

“Iiji,” I said.

“Well, you can’t. He’s dead.”

“How?”

I had stopped at his cabin. She took the story from there.

“He went up to his tent,” she said. “He took his dogs.”

“To where the reindeer are?”

“Aap, where the reindeer are, but in the summer. This was only a few days ago.”

“I thought you said it happened tonight?”

“Maybe it did.”

She slid down the wall as her legs buckled beneath her. The light from the bathroom lit my mother’s face, and I saw the soft lines that were normally hidden by alcohol. There was a light in her eyes – a sad light. She turned her head towards me, dragging the light from the bathroom with her, staring with soft, wet eyes at me, her son.

“I loved him, Naata,” she said.

“I know.”

“He was good to me. We had fun.”

My mother had friends in Ittoqqortoormiit. She had been young there. Nuuk had aged her. While she had me at seventeen, she still had her whole life ahead of her when she brought me to the capital. But the shame of losing her man, and the fear of never finding another, sent her on a course of self-destruction, fuelled by alcohol, until the pay cheques from her supermarket job dried up, and the benefits never seemed to stretch far enough. Or, as she said it one time – the weeks are getting longer.

I slid off my bed and onto the floor, sitting in front of my mother, taking her hands as I looked into her eyes, as I asked, “How did my father die?”

“It was a policeman,” she said. “He chased your father into the mountains.”

“Why?”

“To bring him in, after he killed your uncle.”

“Why did he kill Frederick?”

“They were in the bar,” she said. “You know how your father can be. They got into a fight. Your father killed him.”

“By mistake?”

“Imaqa. Maybe. Who knows? But then he was dead, and your father left the village.”

“He went into the mountains.”

“Past the cabin and on to his tent. You know where?”

“Iiji.”

After we slept that night in the heather, we continued up the trail the next day. Ataata showed me the blueberry bushes, telling me that they would ripen in September, that they would be as big as your thumb. He made me touch the tiny leaves, feeling the sharp edges on my fingertips. We found the reindeer – a whole herd. Ataata got excited, shrugging off his pack as he searched for a good spot to lie in the bushes and twisted willow. I remember lying next to him, tugging the small calibre rimfire rifle out from beneath my chest, only to have my father press his hand on the barrel, shaking his head as he said that the bullet was too small for tuttu.
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