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1

As she set a chip of iceberg on the stove for tea, Edie Kiglatuk mulled over why it was that the hunting expedition she was leading had been so spectacularly unsuccessful. For one thing, the two men she was guiding were lousy shots. For another, Felix Wagner and his sidekick Andy Taylor hadn’t seemed to care if they made a kill nor not. Over the past couple of days they’d spent half their time gazing at maps and writing in notebooks. Maybe it was just the romance of the High Arctic they were after, the promise of living authentically in the wild with the Eskimo, like the expedition brochure promised. Still, she thought, they wouldn’t be living long if they couldn’t bring down something to eat.

She poured the boiling berg water into a thermos containing qungik, which white people called Labrador tea, and set aside the rest for herself. You had to travel more than three thousand kilometres south from Umingmak Nuna, Ellesmere Island, where they were now, to find qungik growing on the tundra, but for some reason southerners thought Labrador tea was more authentic, so it was what she always served to her hunting clients. For herself, she preferred Soma brand English Breakfast, brewed with iceberg water, sweetened with plenty of sugar and enriched with a knob of seal blubber. A client once told her that in the south, the water had been through the bowels of dinosaurs before it reached the faucet, whereas berg water had lain frozen and  untouched by animal or human being pretty much since time began. Just one of the reasons, Edie guessed, that southerners were prepared to pay tens of thousands of dollars to come up this far north. In the case of Wagner and Taylor, it certainly wasn’t for the hunting.

Sometime soon these two were about to get a deal more High Arctic authenticity than they’d bargained for. Not that they knew it yet. While Edie had been fixing tea, the wind had changed; squally easterlies were now sweeping in from the Greenlandic ice cap, suggesting a blizzard was on its way. Not imminently, but soon. There was still plenty time enough to fill the flasks with tea and get back to the gravel beach where Edie had left the two men sorting out their camp.

She threw another chip of berg into the can and while the water was heating she reached into her pack for her wedge of igunaq and cut off a few slices of the fermented walrus gut. The chewing of igunaq took some time, which was part of the point, and as Edie worked the stuff between her teeth she allowed her thoughts to return to the subject of money and from there to her stepson, Joe Inukpuk, who was the chief reason she was out here in the company of two men who couldn’t shoot. Guiding paid better than the teaching that took up the remainder of her time, and Joe needed money if he was to get his nurse’s qualification. He couldn’t expect to get any help from Sammy, his father and Edie’s ex, or from his mother Minnie. Edie didn’t spook easily – it took a lot to frighten an ex-polar bear hunter – but it scared her just how badly she wanted Joe to be able to go ahead with his nursing training. The Arctic was full of qalunaat professionals, white doctors, white nurses, lawyers and engineers, and there was nothing wrong with most of them, but it was time Inuit produced their own professional class. Joe was certainly smart enough and he  seemed committed. If she was thrifty and lucky with clients, Edie thought she could probably save enough this coming summer to put him through the first year of school. Guiding hunting expeditions was no big deal, like going out on the land with a couple of toddlers in tow. She knew every last glacier, fiord or esker for five hundred miles around. And no one knew better than Edie how to hunt.

The chip of berg had melted and she was unscrewing the top of the first thermos when a sharp, whipping crack cut through the gloom and so startled her that she dropped the flask. The hot liquid instantly vaporized into a plume of ice crystals, which trembled ever so slightly in the disrupted air. The hunter in her knew that sound, the precise, particular pop of 7mm ammunition fired from a hunting rifle, something not unlike the Remington 700s her clients were carrying.

She squinted across the sea ice, hoping for a clue as to what had happened, but her view of the beach was obscured by the iceberg. Up ahead, to the east of the beach, the tundra stared blankly back, immense and uncompromising. A gust of wind whipped frost smoke off the icepack. She felt a surge of irritation. What the hell did the qalunaat think they were doing when they were supposed to be setting up camp? Firing at game? Given their lack of enthusiasm for the shoot, that seemed unlikely. Maybe a bear had come too close and they were letting off a warning shot, though if that were the case, it was odd that her bear dog, Bonehead, hadn’t picked up the scent and started barking. A dog as sensitive as Bonehead could scent a bear a couple of kilometres away. There was nothing for it but to investigate. Until they got back to the settlement at Autisaq, the men were officially her responsibility and these days Edie Kiglatuk took her responsibilities seriously.

She retrieved the flask, impatient with herself for having  dropped it and spilled the water, then, checking her rifle, began lunging at her usual, steady pace through deep drift towards the snowmobile. As she approached, Bonehead, who was tethered to the trailer, lifted his head and flapped his tail; if he’d picked up so much as a hint of bear, he’d have been going crazy by now. Edie gave the dog a pat and tied in her cooking equipment. Just as she was packing the flasks under the tarp, a sharp, breathless cry flew past and echoed out over the sea ice. Bonehead began to bark. In an instant, Edie felt her neck stiffen and a thudding started up in her chest. Until that moment, it hadn’t occurred to her that someone might be hurt.

A voice began shouting for help. Whichever damned fool it was had already forgotten the advice she’d given them to stay quiet when they were out on the land. Up here, shouting could bring down a wall of ice or an avalanche of powder snow. It could alert a passing bear. She considered calling out to the idiot to stop him hollering, but she was downwind from the hunters and knew her voice wouldn’t carry.

Hissing to Bonehead to shut up, to herself she said: ‘Ikuliaq!’ Stay calm!

One of the men must have had an accident. It wasn’t uncommon. In the twelve years she’d been guiding southern hunters, Edie had seen more of those than there are char in a spawn pond: puffed up egos, in the Arctic for the first time, laden down with self-importance and high-tech kit, thinking it was going to be just like the duck shoot in Iowa they went on last Thanksgiving or the New Year’s deer cull in Wyoming. Then they got out on the sea ice and things didn’t seem quite so easy. If the bears didn’t spook them, then the blistering cold, the scouring winds, the ferocious sun and the roar of the ice pack usually did the job. They’d stave off their fear with casual bravado and booze and that was when the accidents happened.

She set the snowbie going and made her way around the iceberg and through a ridge of tuniq, slabby pressure ice. The wind was up now and blowing ice crystals into the skin around her eyes. When she pulled on her snow goggles, the crystals migrated to the sensitive skin around her mouth. So long as no one had been seriously wounded, she told herself, they could all just sit out the storm and wait for help to arrive once the weather had calmed. She’d put up a snowhouse to keep them cosy and she had a first-aid kit and enough knowledge to be able to use it.

Her thoughts turned, briefly, to what the elders would make of what was happening. All but Sammy didn’t much approve of a woman guiding men. They were always looking for an excuse to unseat her. So far, they hadn’t been able to come up with one. They knew that she was the best damned guide in the High Arctic. She’d never yet lost a client.

The snowbie bumped over an area of candle ice and brought her to her senses. Like Grandfather Eliah used to say: speculation is a white disease. But then, she was half-white herself, so maybe she couldn’t help it. In any case, it wouldn’t do now. The key to getting everyone out of the situation, whatever the situation turned out to be, was to focus on the present. The High Arctic only ever made room for now.

On the other side of the pressure ridge, a human shape emerged from the gloom, the skinny guy, Wagner’s assistant. Edie struggled momentarily to recall his name. In her mind he’d become Stan Laurel, without the charm. Andy, that was it, Andy Taylor. He was waving frantically. As she approached the gravel beach, he ran back to where the body of his boss lay splayed on his back. Edie brought the snowbie to a halt on the ice foot and made her way across the snow-covered shale. Taylor was gesticulating, trying to get her to speed up, the asshole. She carried on at the same pace. Running equalled sweating equalled hypothermia.

Closing in, she could see things were more serious than she’d allowed herself to imagine and suddenly she understood something of Taylor’s panic. The injured man was not moving. A large pool of blood had gathered under his right arm, melting the surrounding snow, freezing into a purplish sorbet. A tiny skein of steam rose from the spot.

‘What happened?’

‘I was over the other side,’ Taylor muttered. ‘I heard the sound, I ran.’ He pointed to some tracks, rapidly being erased by the wind. ‘Look, look, see, see?’

Think, woman. Despite the company – or maybe precisely because of the company – she felt resolutely alone. The first thing to do was to call and speak to Robert Patma or Joe on the sat phone. Darling Joe, who had been volunteering in Patma’s clinic for a year now and seemed to have accumulated almost as much expertise as the nurse himself. She glanced over at the injured man. No, on second thoughts, the very first thing would be to stop the bleeding.

She went back to the snowbie, took out the first aid kit, and bustled back up the beach towards the wounded man. Taylor was on his knees beside Felix Wagner now, a look of terror on his face, his hands scuttling across Wagner’s body, loosening the fabric of the wounded man’s parka. She fell to the ground beside him, gesturing Taylor out of the way.

‘I swear, the shot came out of nowhere.’ Taylor’s voice was querulous and high-pitched. Something flickered across his face, a momentary despair, and, as if sensing the implausibility of his observation, he repeated it. ‘Nowhere.’

Edie had never seen a man so wounded before; foam bubbled from his lips, he was panting and his eyes were darting blindly in their sockets. His face was the colour of limestone. A smell of urine drifted upwards, but Edie didn’t know either man’s scent well enough to tell which of them had pissed himself. She pulled aside Wagner’s parka and  inspected the wound through his polar fleece. It looked as though the bullet had penetrated his sternum, just above the heart. The wound was oozing, not fountaining, which she took to mean that the bullet had missed a major artery; the most immediate danger to Wagner’s life would be if the lung collapsed. She turned briefly to Taylor.

‘You didn’t see anything, anyone?’

‘I didn’t fucking do it, if that’s what you think.’ Taylor’s voice faltered and he held both palms out, as if surrendering. ‘I told you, I was over there, taking a leak.’ She met the fellow’s eye, remembering that she hadn’t liked him when he’d stepped off the plane two days ago. Nothing he’d done in the last couple of minutes had made her change her mind.

‘Chrissakes, this has nothing to do with me.’

‘Wrong,’ she said, turning her attention to the wounded man. ‘This has plenty to do with us both.’

Wagner’s pulse was rapid and weak and he was sweating profusely. Edie had seen animals like this. Shock. Even if his lung held, it would be hard for Wagner to pull out of it. The immediate priority was to stem the blood flow and keep him warm. Given the position of the wound it seemed extremely unlikely that Wagner had shot himself accidentally but her instincts told her Taylor wasn’t lying either. She glanced over at him: no discharge stains on his gloves. Unless she was very mistaken, the skinny one wasn’t the shooter. Closing in on the wound site she picked a couple of bone fragments from the flesh and beckoned Taylor nearer. Wagner panted a little then calmed.

‘Press on the wound and keep up the pressure. I’m going to call for help.’

For a moment Taylor looked like he was going to faint. ‘Press? With what?’

‘Palm of your hand, who cares?’ Use your dick if you have to. She pulled the scarf from round her neck to give him  something to press into the wound. Taylor reached for it with his left hand and did as he was told.

‘What if the shooter comes back?’

She gave him a long, hard look. ‘You’re a hunter, aren’t you?’

The sat phone was sitting in its insulated cover at the bottom of the pannier where she’d packed it. It was Autisaq council of Elders policy that all local guides leading foreigners carried one; otherwise she didn’t bother with them. The cold made the batteries unreliable and the line was often scrambled. In any case, she’d never had cause to use one until now.

Sammy’s voice came on the line. Edie took a deep breath. Today of all days, her ex-husband was on duty in the comms office. She checked her watch. Another southern habit, Sammy would say. It was 2p.m.

‘We’ve got a hunting accident.’ Keeping it simple for now. ‘It’s pretty bad. Chest wound. If we’re lucky it won’t bleed out, but the guy looks like he might go into shock. We need Robert Patma and a plane.’

‘Where you at?’

‘On Craig. At Uimmatisatsaq. Patma knows it. Joe took him fishing there one time.’

Sammy sucked on his teeth. She could tell from the way the sound of his breath moved that he was shaking his head.

‘Hold while I check the plane schedule and the forecast.’ Waiting, Edie dug around in her pannier, drew out a sheet of polyurethane, took out her knife and hacked off a rough square.

The phone crackled and for a moment she could hear the faint intimations of another call, two voices speaking in some language she didn’t understand, then Sammy’s voice tinkled through the handset.

‘Edie, there’s a blizzard coming.’

‘Yeah.’ Holy walrus, the man could be irritating. ‘Looks like one of those spring blow-overs.’

‘We can’t send a plane until it’s gone through.’

‘Air ambulance from Iqaluit?’

‘I checked already. They’re weathered out.’

Edie scrolled through the options. ‘We get a medic here we might be OK. Robert Patma could make it on a snowbie.’

Silence on the phone, then another voice:

‘Kigga.’ It was Joe. Edie felt her body give a little. Kiggavituinnaaq, falcon, his nickname for her. He always said she lived in her own world up in the air somewhere. Strictly speaking she wasn’t his stepmother any more, not officially anyway. Still Kigga though.

‘Robert Patma left for the south yesterday. His mother was killed in a crash, dad’s in hospital. They said they’d send a temporary nurse but no one’s shown up.’

Edie groaned. ‘They’ as in feds, held to be responsible for everything and nothing, as in, ‘The spirits were angry with my sister so they made sure the feds didn’t get her treated for her TB in time.’

‘That gets out, Autisaq can forget its guiding business.’ She was angry, not with Robert, but with a system that left them all so vulnerable.

Joe said: ‘Right.’ He sounded impatient with her for focusing on such a thing, even for a moment. ‘But your fellow’s breathing, right?’

‘Just about. If we can stabilize him and stop the bleeding . . .’

‘You got any plastic?’

‘I already cut a piece.’

Some energy passed between them. Love, admiration, maybe a mixture of the two.

‘Gonna pack the clinic’s snowbie and come myself,’ Joe said. ‘Meantime, if the blizzard blows over, they’ll send the plane. Keep doing what you’re doing and don’t give him  anything by mouth.’ His voice softened. ‘Kigga, nothing you can do’s gonna make it worse.’

‘Joe . . .’ She was about to tell her stepson to be careful, when she realized he’d already hung up.

Edie went back to the two men, pulled out the bivvy from Taylor’s trailer and in a few minutes had it up and over the injured man. It had started snowing. In a couple of hours the blizzard would be upon them. Pushing Taylor back, she leaned over Wagner’s face, fingered his neck for a pulse and temperature, took the square of polyurethane from her pocket, opened up his fleece with her knife and tamped the plastic over the wound. A small thought scudded across her mind. Only three days ago this stout little man thought he was setting out on a grand adventure, something to boast about at the clubhouse bar back in Wichita. The odds on Felix Wagner ever seeing the clubhouse again had just lengthened considerably. She turned to Taylor.

‘Do everything you can to make sure no air gets into the wound or the lung could collapse. I’m going to get a snow shelter up. The blizzard goes big, this bivvy won’t hold. Anything changes, call me, OK?’

Taylor said: ‘You’re not going to look for whoever did this?’

Edie bit back her irritation. One thing she couldn’t abide was a whiner.

‘Look, do you want to play detective or do you want your friend to live?’

Taylor sighed. She watched him disappear into the bivvy, then drove the snowbie to the old drifts at the back of the beach beside the cliff and followed the shingle up the slope to the high point, looking for footprints and shell discards. She wasn’t going to give Taylor the satisfaction of knowing that was what she was doing. All the same, she wanted to be clear in her own mind that the shooter wasn’t still  around. Up on the high ground, the wind was already blowing the snow hard. If there had been any prints, they were gone now. She turned the snowbie back and was passing beside a rocky outcrop when she spotted something on the ground. She squeezed on the brakes, jumped off and went back to check. There it was, the remnant of a single footprint, which had been protected from the worst of the wind by a small boulder. She inspected it more closely, bringing to mind Taylor’s footprints from earlier. This was different. A man’s and recent. Wagner’s perhaps. If not, most likely the shooter’s. For a moment or two she stood and took it in, memorising the zig-zag pattern with what looked like the outline of an ice bear at its centre, as bit by bit the wind blew snow over its surface. Up on her feet, now, she could just make out the rapidly filling indentations where the trail of prints had once been, heading away out onto the tundra. If it was the shooter, he was long gone.

She made her way back to the beach and focused her energies on finding the right kind of building snow. Too hard and you’d never get the blocks to caulk together, too soft and the whole structure would be in danger of collapsing. A textbook she’d once read at the school listed the perfect building snow as having a density of 0.3 – 0.35gm/cm3 and a hardness of between 150 – 200gm/cm3. She’d remembered the numbers because they’d seemed so abstract and absurd. Out on the land, you had to do your own calculations.

As luck would have it, she found precisely the right kind of three-layered snow in a drift at the northern edge of the beach. For a while she worked, sawing the walrus-ivory snowknife to and fro to form rectangular bricks the size of breezeblocks, stacking them on top of the trailer and moving them in batches out from under the cliff to where the bivvy currently stood. The job took her a while, because she moved slowly to avoid breaking into a sweat. Bricks cut,  she dived back inside the bivvy to check on Wagner. The wounded man was quiet now, his breathing shallow. She checked his boots. No ice bear.

‘He still bleeding?’

Taylor shook his head.

‘That case, you need to come help.’

She showed him how to place the bricks, then caulk between, and as he worked, she dug out the ice floor and levelled it off. Finally they built the little entrance tunnel, sloping down to prevent warm air escaping. It was crude, but it would do. Together they heaved Wagner inside and laid him on a small pile of caribou skins. Edie emptied his pockets of a white plastic ballpoint pen, a pocket knife and a few coins and tossed them in her bag, then went back outside to collect her things and untie Bonehead. The wind chill was formidable now, – 45 maybe, the air foamy with ice frost. She built a crude little annexe on the side of the house, lowered Bonehead into it and bricked him in. The snow would keep him cosy. Then she went inside, poured what remained of the hot tea from the thermos and, handing a mug to Andy Taylor, raised hers in a toast:

‘Here’s to another fine mess,’ she said.

Andy looked up from his tea, eyes glaring. Incomprehension, maybe. Contempt, more like.

‘Laurel and Hardy.’

‘I know who it is.’ Andy Taylor shook his head, clucking like an indignant duck whose nest has been disturbed. ‘Jeez, have you any idea how inappropriate that is?’

Edie wrinkled her nose and stared at her hands. It was as much as she could do not to punch him. If he’d been Inuk, she wouldn’t have held off. Situation like this, you told stories, you drank hot tea, and you joked about. Only things keeping you sane. Fifteen minutes passed in silence. The blizzard was a way off still. It was going to be a long wait.

After a while, she said: ‘We should eat.’ It had been several hours since their last meal and she and Andy had expended a good deal of energy building the snow shelter. Hungry people made poor judgements. She poured more hot tea, then pulled a drawstring bag from her pack and went at its contents with her pocketknife, handing a slice off the block to Andy Taylor. Taylor took what was offered, eyeing it suspiciously.

She cut another slice for herself and began chewing, throwing Taylor a thumbs-up sign. ‘Good.’

Taylor took a bite. Slowly, his jaw began to move. Pretty soon, a rictus of disgust spread across his face. He spat the meat onto his glove.

‘What the fuck?’

‘Igunaq. Fermented walrus gut. Very good for you. Keep you warm.’

The wind screamed. Edie chewed. Taylor sat in silence. Hail thumped up against the snowhouse walls like distant thunder. Taylor gave off anxious vibes.

‘This man who’s supposed to be coming,’ he blurted.

‘Does he know what he’s doing?’ He had to shout to make his voice heard above all the racket of the weather. ‘How do we know he’ll actually get here?’

It seemed like an odd question, a southerner’s question. Why would Joe set off if he wasn’t as sure as he could be that he’d reach his destination? ‘It’s not all that bad,’ she said.

Taylor gave her a look of exasperation. ‘It sure sounds bad. And if it’s not bad, then why the fuck hasn’t someone sent the plane?’

‘The wind’s coming in from the east.’

Taylor wiped his glove over his face. His voice was tainted with aggression, or, perhaps, frustration, Edie thought. Then again, she might be wrong. Southerners were  difficult to read. She explained that the winds would gather through the gaps in the mountain passes, becoming fiercer, more localized and katabatic, like mini-tornadoes. The plane would have to fly right through those winds, which could prove incredibly dangerous, but at ground level, things would be a little easier. It would be rough travelling – too rough for them with Felix Wagner in the trailer, but Joe was very experienced at travelling in difficult conditions and he was bringing proper medical kit and more expertise than she could muster alone.

Edie sliced off another piece of igunaq and began chewing. She noticed Taylor back off slightly.

‘You know I didn’t have anything to do with this, right?’

‘You ask me, I don’t think you did.’ She considered telling him about the footprint, then decided that right now, he didn’t deserve to know. ‘But it’ll be hard to prove.’

A gust of wind blustered over the snow shelter, sending a patch of caulking falling onto Wagner, who began to groan again.

‘What if your friend can’t find us?’

Edie sliced off another piece of igunaq.

‘You really should eat,’ she said.

‘For fuck’s sake, we got an injured man here!’

Edie peered over at Wagner. ‘I don’t think he’s hungry.’ Taylor pulled off his hat and rubbed his hair. ‘Does anything rattle you?’

Edie thought about this for a moment. It wasn’t the most interesting question, but it was the only one he’d asked that helped the conversation along, so they were making progress. ‘There’s this scene in Feet First . . .’ she began.

‘Scene?’ His voice had risen to the timbre of a sexed-up fox. Despite the difficult circumstances, Edie realized she was quite enjoying herself.

‘Yeah, in the Harold Lloyd picture. Anyway, there’s this  scene, where Harold Lloyd is swinging from a scaffold on the side of this huge skyscraper, it’s like he’s just clinging onto the edge of a cliff and the wind is shaking it.’

Andy Taylor looked as her as though she was some crazy person.

‘What the hell? A movie?’

People were always making this mistake. Edie was always having to put them right. ‘Sure it’s a movie, but Harold Lloyd did all his own stunt work.’

Taylor laughed, though probably not in a good way. ‘Straight up,’ she said. ‘No doubles, no stuntmen, no camera tricks, nothing.’

The skinny qalunaat wiped his forehead and shook his head. After that he didn’t say anything for a while. Time passed. The wind got up to a terrible pitch. Unsettled, Taylor began to fidget.

‘Don’t you people tell stories at times like these, about the animals and the ancestors, all that?’ You people. That’s rich, thought Edie. One of us sitting here is paying to be ‘you people’, and it isn’t me.

‘I just did,’ she said.

‘No, no, I meant like real stories, Eskimo shit.’

‘Uh huh.’ A familiar throb rose in Edie’s right eye, a ringing in her ears. When she was a little girl, her grandfather used to say these feelings were the ancestors moving through her body. ‘Listen,’ he would whisper. ‘One of your ancestors wants to tell his story.’ She closed her eyes, those coal-black discs Sammy used to say reminded him of the eclipse of the sun, the perfect arch of her eyebrows rising like the curve of the earth above her broad, flat forehead. She thought about her grandmother, Anna, coming all the way here from Quebec, meeting Eliah out on a hunting trip, Eliah moving all the way from Etah in Greenland to be with her. Her thoughts ran to Eliah’s great-grandfather, Welatok, who guided white  men and journeyed all the way from Baffin Island and settled, finally, in Etah. Then she thought of Maggie, her mother, flying down to Iqaluit to look for her man, not finding him because he’d deceived her and wasn’t there.

‘How’s about an ancestor story?’ she said. ‘Why don’t you start?’

‘What?’ Taylor had a bewildered look on his face.

‘Tell me about your ancestors.’

‘My what?’ Taylor sounded flustered, then his face seemed to bunch up, like he was trying to squeeze the juice from it. ‘Hell, I don’t know.’ He waved a hand. ‘My grandfather on my mother’s side came over from Ireland. We didn’t go in for that family history stuff.’

The vehemence of his response, the contempt in the tone took her back. ‘How can you live like that, not knowing where you came from?’

‘Pretty well. Pretty fucking well.’

‘My great-great-great-grandfather guided qalunaat explorers.’

‘Oh, that’s just terrific,’ he said, with some sarcasm. ‘Nice family business you got here, generations of experience in leaving people to die in the middle of fucking nowhere.’

‘His name was Welatok,’ she said, ignoring the man’s tone. ‘He guided a man called Fairfax.’

Andy Taylor started. ‘Right.’ Going into his pocket, he drew out a hip flask, looking calmer suddenly. He took a few sips from it and waved it in the air.

‘Think old Felix here could use some?’

‘He’s sleeping.’

Taylor put the flask back in his pocket. She knew why he didn’t offer it to her. Inuit, drink: a match made in hell. She would have said no anyway. Her drinking days were long behind her.

‘Old Felix here, he knows a thing or two about those  old-time Arctic explorers, all the heroes: Peary, Stefansson, Scott, Fairfax, Frobisher. Pretty interesting stuff,’ Taylor said.

‘He ever mention Welatok?’ she asked.

Taylor shrugged.

‘I guess not,’ she said. ‘We never did get much credit.’

Beside them, Wagner began making small moaning sounds. Edie thought of Joe, now struggling across the sea ice to reach them, and about what kind of future he would have in whatever was left of the Arctic once the developers and prospectors and explorers had swept through it. It was greed, she knew, though she’d never felt it. Well, greed for love maybe, for sex even, but for stuff, never. With Edie, same as with most Inuit, you owned enough, you hunted enough, you ate enough and you left enough behind so your children and their children would respect you. It wasn’t about surplus. It was about sufficiency.

Some time later, Edie sensed Bonehead begin to stir and scrape about inside his ice kennel. Andy Taylor had fallen asleep. Wagner was still, though breathing. Throwing on her sealskin parka, she clambered through the entrance tunnel. Outside the air was alive with darting crystals and ice smoke, the wind roaring like a wounded bear. Edie edged her way around the snow shelter, took out her and cut a hole in Bonehead’s kennel. The dog burst from his confinement in a spray of snowflakes, greeted her briefly, then rushed off into the gloom to meet Joe.

Clambering back inside the snow shelter she woke Taylor to tell him that Joe was on his way. Neither of them heard his snowbie until it was already very close. Shortly afterwards Joe himself appeared at the entrance to the shelter.

‘What happened?’ Before anyone could answer, Joe crawled over to the wounded man. Removing his gloves, he pressed the index and middle finger of his right hand to  Wagner’s neck, counting the pulse in the carotid artery. He took out a blue clinicians’ notebook from his daypack and wrote something down.

Edie raised her hand in a thumbs-up but Joe only shrugged. She watched him inspecting the wound and felt the familiar surge of pride in her boy.

‘How much blood has he lost?’

‘A lot, maybe more than a litre.’

Joe turned to his daypack, pulled out some antibacterial wipes and began washing his hands. Five minutes later Felix Wagner was on a saline drip with codeine for the pain. The situation was pretty grave, Joe explained. The injured man was now in full hypovolemic shock. His chances of survival depended on the severity of the shock and that could not be established until he was properly hospitalized. If the shock was severe enough, kidney failure would set in and gradually, one by one, the organs would begin to shut down. It might take a few hours or as long as a week, but, unless Wagner was extraordinarily lucky, the outcome would be the same.

‘We need that plane, Sammy.’ Edie was on the sat phone again.

‘We’re still being pummelled over here.’

‘Can you get Thule out?’ It was a big ask. The US airbase across the water in Greenland had bigger planes, built better to withstand Arctic conditions than Autisaq’s Twin Otters. They were usually unwilling to intervene in what they saw as Canadian problems, except in the case of an outbreak of TB or measles or some other some infectious illness, but Wagner was one of them, an American.

When the response came moments later, she could barely hear it and asked Sammy to repeat, then abruptly lost the signal. After a few minutes’ wait the phone rang back. This time the signal was poor but Edie could just  about hear a man’s voice through the crackle, something about visibility.

‘Sammy, listen.’ She had to shout above the shriek of the wind. ‘What about Thule?’ But the phone had already gone dead.

‘They flying?’ Joe looked hopeful.

Taylor opened his mouth to speak.

‘Don’t.’ Edie held up a hand. ‘Just don’t.’

They finished up the tea in the flasks and waited. It was rough still, but the wind moved across to the north-west and began to ease off. A little while later, Bonehead began scratching about and barking, Edie put her ear to the ground and detected an engine vibration. Martie. It had to be. No one except her aunt would be crazy enough to fly through the tail-end of a blizzard.

 

In no time, they were loading the patient, the snowmobiles and equipment on board Martie Kiglatuk’s Otter. Martie was large, at least by Inuit standards, with skin the colour of an heirloom suitcase and a voice like a cartoon train wreck. She also happened to be Edie’s best friend.

The plane hugged the shore-fast ice of South Cape and turned west along the Ellesmere coast. Before long, it had cleared sufficiently for Edie to be able to watch the land sail by. She was struck, always, on her rare flights, by how much the Arctic was shrinking back into itself, floe by floe, glacier by glacier. Witnessing it was like watching a beloved and aged parent gradually and inexorably come apart. Every year a little more death and dying and a little less life. In thirteen years’ time, when Joe was her age now, she wondered if anything would be left at all.

 

The crags softened then gradually fell away to flat shoreline and the northern hamlet of Autisaq rose into view like a set  of ancient teeth, jagged with age and wear, clinging on uneasily to the bony foreshore. Behind her, Joe whooped.

Martie said: ‘Seatbelts on, folks, we’re coming in.’

Edie felt a familiar ear-pop as they began to descend and then, muffled, but unmistakeable, the sound of Joe’s voice again, only this time alarmed, and when she looked back over her shoulder she could see Felix Wagner foaming at the mouth, his eyes rolling back, his whole body quaking and jerking and Joe frantically signalling Andy Taylor to hold the wounded man steady while he filled a hypodermic. Time warped and bent. Edie was aware of the plane’s steep descent and a bunch of fractured shouts and barked instructions. She tried to loosen her seatbelt to help but could not get a grip on it. Behind her, Joe was pumping at the man’s heart, blowing into his mouth, and the plane was pitching and diving towards the landing strip. Suddenly, Martie was shouting; ‘Seatbelts on now, people. Tuarvirit! Quick!’ and the two men fell away from Felix Wagner like old petals.

Moments later, the familiar skid and grind of the tyres on gravel signalled their arrival and as Edie swung round she saw Felix Wagner’s arm escape from underneath the blanket.

Martie taxied to the end of the strip, shut down the engine.

‘What we got?’

Joe said: ‘Trouble.’ He was out of his seat, kneeling beside the body of Felix Wagner, looking crushed. ‘The qalunaat just died.’

‘Iquq, shit.’ Martie glanced out of the window at the welcome party of Sammy Inukpuk and Sammy’s brother, Simeonie, Autisaq’s mayor, heading towards them.

‘I guess I’d better go spread the good news.’

The pilot’s door opened and Martie climbed down onto  the strip. A moment of discussion followed, Martie signalled for someone to open the main door and let down the steps and Sammy and Simeonie came on board.

Simeonie, slyer and more calculating than his brother, turned to Edie:

‘Does the skinny qalunaat understand Inuktitut?’

Andy Taylor did not respond.

‘I guess there’s your answer,’ Edie said. She didn’t like Simeonie. Never had, even when he was her brother-in-law.

‘Did he have anything to do with this?’

Edie could see the man’s mind already at work, cooking the story, working the facts into whatever version of the truth best served Simeonie Inukpuk.

She went through it all in her head. Andy Taylor had two rifles with him, a Remington Model 700 and a Weatherby Magnum. Felix Wagner had insisted on three: a Remington, a 30-60 Springfield and a Winchester, most likely a 308. Both men had discharged their Remingtons in the morning during an abortive hare hunt, but not since. She briefly considered the possibility that Felix Wagner had shot himself, but from the position of the wound it seemed so unlikely it was hardly worth the expenditure of energy in the thought. Then there was the zig-zag footprint with the ice bear at its centre. A theory suddenly came together.

Edie said, in Inuktitut: ‘The way I see it, someone out hunting mistook Wagner for game and took a shot at him.’ The hunter was probably on his way back to Autisaq or one of the other hamlets right now. Most likely he’d lie low for a few days, then fess up. It had happened before; the qalunaat had signed a release form, absolving the community of responsibility in the event of an accident. It was unfortunate, but not catastrophic. The elders would shrug ayaynuaq, it couldn’t be helped, there would be a generous insurance payout to Wagner’s family and the whole episode  would be forgotten. The Arctic was full of dangers. She’d made sure Felix Wagner had understood that.

Simeonie coughed, glanced at Taylor to make sure the man wasn’t following, then, drawing himself up to his full height, said:

‘Speculation is a white man’s disease. Take the other qalunaat back to the hotel, make sure he’s got whatever he needs.’

She nodded.

‘One thing, he hasn’t got a sat phone, has he?’

Edie shook her head

‘Good, then don’t let him make any calls.’ He turned to Andy Taylor: ‘We’re very sorry about this accident, Mr Taylor. We have to ask you not to leave until we’ve made some investigations. Small stuff, just details really.’

Andy Taylor blinked his understanding.

Joe leaned forward and spoke in a low voice: ‘Uncle, none of this is Edie’s fault.’

Inukpuk ignored him, reverting to Inuktitut:

‘There’ll be a council of Elders meeting tomorrow to decide what steps to take next,’ he said, stepping out of the plane and back onto the landing strip, something threatening in his tone.

Joe shook his head. ‘Aitiathlimaqtsi arit.’ Fuck you too.

 

Back at the hotel, Andy Taylor showed no interest in making phone calls. He only wanted to have a shower and get some rest. A man not used to death, Edie thought, watching him heave his pack along the corridor to his room at the rear of the building. It occurred to her that she ought to go home and wait for Joe. She’d been bothered by a sense of foreboding, the feeling that she and Joe were somehow being drawn into something. It was nothing she could put her finger on yet, but she didn’t like the way Simeonie Inukpuk  had spoken. Never trusted the man much, even when he was kin. Trusted him even less now.

She waited downstairs in the hotel until she could hear the sound of Taylor’s snores, then went home. The moment she reached the steps up to the snow-porch door, she knew Joe was already inside waiting for her. In the same way that a frozen ptarmigan would gradually revive when put beside the radiator, it was as if the house gradually came to life when Joe was there. She pulled the door open, peeled off her boots and outerwear in the snow porch and went in.

Joe was sitting on the sofa staring at a DVD. Charlie Chaplin was playing table ballet with two forks stuck into two bread rolls. She plunked herself down beside her stepson and stroked his hair.

‘I can’t help thinking this is my fault, Kigga.’

‘Are you crazy? No one’s going to blame you, Joe, not for a minute. And if they do, they’ll have me to answer to.’ On the TV Charlie Chaplin continued to twirl the bread rolls into pirouettes and pas de bourées. ‘This was an accident. Someone from Autisaq, or maybe one of the other settlements. Maybe he couldn’t see, maybe he’d had a bit to drink. It happens.’

Joe said: ‘You think?’

‘Sure,’ she said. ‘It’ll blow over, you’ll see.’

The bread roll ballerina took her bow and Edie flipped off the player. A moment of regret drifted between them.

Joe said: ‘Only thing is, a man’s dead, Kigga.’

She looked at him, ashamed at her own momentary lapse of principle. She was her best self when she was with him, he made sure of it.
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