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ON APRIL 1, 1999, THE Canadian government, with assent from the Queen of England, created Nunavut Territory from the eastern portion of Northwest Territories. Nunavut means “our land” in Inuktitut, the language of the Inuit. Nunavut comprises a major portion of Northern Canada including most of the Arctic Archipelago. The land area of Nunavut, roughly two million square kilometres, is the fifth-largest country subdivision in the world, as well as North America's second-largest (after Greenland). It is the only Canadian territory or province not connected with others by highway.

The first “Nunavut Day” was celebrated On April 1, 1999, with the unveiling of the Nunavut territorial flag and coat of arms, followed by speeches from Jean Chretien, the Canadian Prime Minister, and Paul Okalik, the newly elected Nunavut Premier. The event recognized the creation of the new territory, a homeland for the Inuit people who have resided there for all of recorded history. Iqaluit (formerly known as Frobisher Bay) is located on the east side of Baffin Island, was chosen as Nunavut’s capital city in 1995.

Other Canadian indigenous entities are recognized as First Nations. The Inuit are recognized as First People.
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A FIERCE WIND BLEW the pellets of snow. Each snowflake tore his face like a tiny shard of broken glass. Wolverine Pokaik lowered his head and closed his eyes. Trudging ahead with the enormous weight of his pack, he struggled through the accumulating snow. Good sense said he should drop the pack and seek shelter, but his burden’s weight symbolized his obligation to the community. Many would eat the caribou meat strapped to his back. The community depended on hunters like him for survival.

His leg muscles aching from the effort, he lifted one foot, then the other, struggling to move ahead. He’d walked this path a thousand times so knew he was nearing the outskirts of Iqaluit. With each footstep taking every bit of his strength, he moved in half steps for a few minutes, hoping to find the inuksuk stone cairn designating the outskirts of Iqaluit. Exhausted, he turned his back to the driving snow and drew a breath. The elders said freezing to death was much like falling asleep. All you needed to do was surrender to the cold; your mind would trick you into believing you were warm as your spirit drifted away.

Turning into the wind, Wolverine clenched his eyes shut and screamed in frustration, the sound lost in the raging squall.

A firm hand shook his shoulder and his eyes popped open. A man dressed in white smiled. “You’re having a nightmare.”

Wolverine straightened the sheets and blanket he’d thrown aside during the nightmare. “It’s good you heard me. Otherwise, I probably would’ve frozen to death.”

The night orderly smiled and pulled the sheets around Wolverine’s shoulders. “I’ll make sure the thermostat is still set to 22˚C.”

Watching the aide disappear into the hallway, Wolverine shook his head. “I like Bill. He always jokes with us.”

Hanta, in the bed on the other side of the room, pushed himself up on his elbow. “Dreams are omens of the future. What did you see?”

“I suppose you had another one of your visions while I was thrashing around in bed.”

Hanta nodded, then lay down. “Anguta, the thief of spirits, will visit you soon and take you to Qudlivun, the cloud world.”

Wolverine snorted as he rolled over. “Anguta only steals the souls of people who die violently. I’ll die in my sleep. My spirit will descend to Adlivun, the underworld, for purification after I die in my sleep.”

Hanta shrugged. “I only tell you what I see.”

“What violent death will come to me here, in The Lodge? Will I choke on a piece of caribou?”

“My visions only foresee the imminent arrival of Anguta, coming down from the northern lights to collect your spirit. I don’t know the manner of your death.”

Wolverine closed his eyes and muttered, “Your visions are cloudy. Maybe Anguta is coming for you!”

“No, my friend, it’s your time. My spirit is destined to linger here a bit longer.”
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BOARDING THE IQALUIT flight in Toronto, Christopher Pokiak took his window seat overlooking the wing of the plane. Dozens of Inuit people shuffled past as he watched the baggage handlers load a conveyor carrying their luggage into the plane. He sensed a person stopping in the aisle and turned as Iris Ashoona struggled into the seat next to him. Coming from a town of 7,500 people meant he’d seen most everyone who lived there, including Iris and her family. Settling into her seat, Iris turned to Christopher, “I haven’t seen you in several years. Are you moving back to Iqaluit?”

“I’ve got another year left at the University. My grandfather asked me to fly back for Canada Day.”

Satisfied with the answer, Iris opened her spacious purse and retrieved a dog-eared book. She set her purse on the floor and slid it under the seat in front of her. As the last people took their seats, Christopher studied the woman’s lined face. Like many of the older Inuit people, Iris had lived much of her life outside, leaving her skin dark and deeply lined. 

After listening to the flight attendant’s safety briefing, Christopher leaned his head back and closed his eyes as the plane taxied to the runway. Stopping briefly, the plane’s engines revved and they gained speed before lifting off. Christopher heard the landing gear being raised before he fell asleep.

A sudden drop and Iris’ grip on his forearm jarred Christopher awake. Several people gasped as the plane dropped. Paper coffee cups and soda cans flew into the air and bounced off chairs, heads and shoulders. The flight attendant was in the aisle ahead of them. Grabbing a seat, she was able to prevent being thrown against the ceiling. The plane stabilized and the pilot apologized for hitting the unexpected air pocket that caused their sudden descent.

The flight attendants rushed down the aisle, one handing out paper napkins and the other retrieving debris from the floor. Iris released her grip on Christopher’s arm. Still holding her book, she let out a breath. “If there was another way to reach Iqaluit, I wouldn’t fly.”

Having never thought about any travel option but flying between Toronto and Nunavut, Christopher was surprised by the comment. “You’re right, there aren’t any roads that connect Iqaluit with anywhere else in Canada, so driving isn’t an option. Without the freighters and barges delivering goods from lower Canada in the summer, and air deliveries in the winter, our lives would be bleak.”

Iris shrugged. “We got by without the government handouts.” She inserted the bookmark into her novel and studied Christopher’s face. “Did you graduate from high school with any of my children?”

“I’m younger than them. I graduated in 1996.”

“And then you went away to college. Have you stayed in touch with any of your classmates?”

“No, I’ve been in Toronto, and we’ve lost touch. I might see some of them at the Canada Day celebration.”

“This is the first Canada Day since Nunavut became its own territory separate from Northwest Territories. Iqaluit is planning quite a celebration. It should bring in a lot of people.” Iris paused. “Is there someone special you hope to see?”

Christopher shook his head. “Mostly, I came back because my grandfather asked me to return. If I see anyone from school, it’ll just be by chance.”

As he nodded off, Christopher thought briefly about school friends who’d played lacrosse, and about a girl he’d dated. Yes, it would be nice to see Rob and Tommy. I wonder if Connie is married, or if she ever got a job in television? 

He awoke when the flight attendant announced their final approach into Iqaluit Airport. The Boeing 737 shuddered as the pilots deployed the flaps. The flight attendants walked the aisle, making sure all seats were in their full upright position. The whine of the hydraulics signalled the lowering of the wheels as they neared the runway. To the untrained eye, the tundra below looked like a barren wasteland. To Christopher, who’d been raised by his grandfather, Iqaluit was a lush landscape visible only for a few months of Nunavut summer.

The afternoon sun blazed through the windows as the aircraft swung around, making its final approach to the runway. In the distance, caribou grazed, curious, but unalarmed by the plane’s descent. The sun would set in six hours. But during the Arctic summer, twilight lingered, leaving eerie half darkness between sunset and sunrise.

Iris leaned across Christopher to look out of the window. “I prefer when they fly over the city. I like seeing my house.”

“I’m sure it’s still there, Mrs. Ashoona,” Christopher replied, amused by the woman’s chatter. Living nearer downtown Iqaluit, the Ashoonas were acquaintances.

“I’m sure it is. But I still want to see it.” The woman leaned back and studied Christopher’s face. “You’re coming home to see your grandfather for Canada Day?”

Having been questioned off and one by the woman during the five-hour flight from Toronto, Christopher bristled at yet another question. “As I said, my grandfather asked me to return.”

“Your grandfather is Wolverine Pokiak?”

“Yes, my grandfather is Wolverine.”

The woman with a deeply lined face nodded. “He was quite a force of nature in his day. It’s hard to believe Wolverine is the same person he was when we went to school together. You know, he earned the name, Wolverine.”

“Grandpa has slowed down in the last few years,” Christopher replied.

The woman snorted. “All who are still alive at our age have slowed. Most are gone.”

The woman grabbed Christopher’s arm when the plane shuddered as its wheels touched down. The engines roared, slowing the plane. “Planes only crash when they hit the ground. It’s the landings that are deadly,” she said.

The comment caught Christopher off guard, causing him to flash back to the day he moved in with his grandfather. A Mountie had knocked on his parents’ door, Iqaluit’s social worker standing behind him. Their words were lost following their announcement that his parents had died in a plane crash. Their float plane had been carrying supplies to a fly-fishing camp when it flipped on landing. Christopher had a vague recollection of the Mountie saying, “If it’s any consolation, they were knocked unconscious before they drowned.”

Even now, the Mountie’s comments seemed like a stupid thing to say to an eight-year-old boy. But over the years, Christopher came to understand that the Mountie had been trying to comfort him. He didn’t know what else to say to a child who was now an orphan. The social worker had helped him pack a paper bag with clothing. She and the Mountie had driven him a few blocks to his grandfather’s house. Christopher remembered that as the first day his grandfather seemed old. Wolverine had looked up from his coffee cup and nodded to Christopher when the Mountie opened the door, as if he already knew the bad news.

Wolverine looked up from his spot at the kitchen table when the social worker escorted Christopher into the house. “Set your bag next to the door. You’ll sleep on the couch until I sort out something else.”

Christopher was brought back to the moment by a question from the woman. “How are you getting to The Lodge?”

“Why would I go to The Lodge? I’m going to Grandfather’s house.”

“You don’t know that Wolverine moved to the old people’s Lodge?” Seeing the answer in Christopher’s eyes, the woman nodded. “My husband is picking me up. We can drop you at The Lodge on our way home.”

Not having a plan for transportation, but not wanting to impose, Christopher said, “I don’t want to be a bother.”

The old woman sighed. “It’s no bother. We’ll give you a ride.”

Mr. Ashoona met them at the baggage claim. He was tall and thin. His graying hair was tied back in a ponytail, and he wore a ragged flannel shirt over jeans that were so thin in places that his skin was visible. “Gordon, do you remember Christopher Pokiak?”

The man’s response was a dip of his head, acknowledging Christopher.

“We’re giving him a ride to The Lodge.”

Considering the woman’s words, the man frowned. “The dog’s sitting in the front of the pickup with us. Christopher will have to sit in the back, on the spare tire.”

“I appreciate the ride,” Christopher said, as he set his backpack in the pickup bed and climbed over the tailgate.”

The dog, sitting in the middle of the front seat, turned his head and looked at Christopher through the window. “I get it,” he said. “You’re family. I’m just someone getting a ride.”
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CHRISTOPHER HADN’T seen his grandfather in years. The old man at the dining room table in the Iqaluit Senior Lodge was grayer and thinner than he remembered. His shoulders were stooped, and he looked tired. The sight of Christopher caused Wolverine to struggle out of his chair. Steadying himself with the table, he waved and called out his grandson’s name from across the room. “Christopher!”

After a kunik, touching his nose to Christopher’s forehead, Wolverine introduced his grandson to the other men sitting around the table. An aide brought a chair. A moment later, a plate of roasted caribou with potatoes and gravy appeared in front of him. “I used to come here for meals,” Wolverine explained as Christopher took a bite of caribou, savoring the slightly gamey flavor. “Then they had an opening, and I decided it would be easier to live here than to walk down just to eat. Especially in the winter.”

Christopher looked around at the dining room. “This must be expensive.”

Wolverine snorted. “Nunavut takes care of the old people who don’t have families. It’s a nice place and they feed us well.” He leaned close, “And I don’t have to put up with a bossy daughter-in-law who resents my presence in her house. That’s how most old widowers end up.”

“I was surprised when you sent money to buy a plane ticket home for Canada Day,” Christopher said as he mopped up gravy with the potatoes. “Iqaluit is a long trip from Toronto.”

Wolverine drew a breath and looked at his tablemates. “I own a land grant near the Soper River. I want to give it to you as part of the Canada Day celebration.”

Hanta, a friend Christopher remembered from the past, nodded. “Wolverine got one of the prime land grants. The fishing is good on that portion of the Soper River. Most of us got sections that are nothing but scrub. I’d die of old age before I walked to my grant.”

Wolverine wrinkled his nose. “Hanta, it’s a lot more land than you owned before.”

Confused by the topic, Christopher frowned. “How did you two get land grants?”

“The government passed the Land Grant Act. Each Inuit can claim a section of land.”

“A section? How big is a section?”

Hanta smiled. “It’s big.”

“How big?”

Hanta’s eyes sparkled as a memory came to his clouded mind. “They’re as big as my second wife. I had to rub her with seal blubber, so she fit into the igloo.”

Wolverine shook his head. “Your second wife was the skinny one. You’re thinking of your third wife.”

Hanta frowned, trying to remember. Past details became difficult to recall as his dementia became more severe. “That’s right. My third wife was the fat one with the tattooed chin.”

Frustrated by the meandering conversation, Christopher interrupted. “How big are the land grants?”

“The elders were told that each section is a little over two and a half square kilometers,” Wolverine replied. “My section is near Mount Joy and the Soper River.”

“What will I do with a section of Nunavut land? I don’t even live here anymore.”

The happiness bled from the old man’s face. “I hope you’ll return to Iqaluit some day.”

“Why? There’s nothing here but tundra.”

Wolverine reached out, wrapping his hand around Christopher’s. “Nunavut is your home.”

Studying his grandfather’s hand for the first time, Christopher saw the protruding veins under the old man’s paper-thin skin. He looked up and saw the watery brown eyes, the lenses clouded by cataracts. “I’m not sure what I’ll do after I graduate from college. There aren’t many jobs here.”

Wolverine patted Christopher’s hand. “You don’t need many jobs. You only need one.”

Hanta leaned close. “You should marry my granddaughter, Tanaraq. She has wide hips and would bear you many children.”

Grimacing at the prospect of a grandfather suggesting that his granddaughter, who Christopher knew by her nickname, Tatty, would make a good wife because of her wide hips, Christopher paused. “I haven’t seen Tatty since I was a child. She was several years ahead of me in school.”

Hanta waved off Christopher’s comments. “Age becomes irrelevant once you’re married. You want a wife who cooks well and bears you children. Tanaraq will be perfect for you.”

Christopher glanced at Wolverine, who was shaking his head. “Be careful of Hanta’s matchmaking. He’s been trying to marry Tanaraq off to any single man who walks through The Lodge. He was even trying to get the night orderly to divorce his wife so he could marry Tanaraq.”

“Bill is already married?” Hanta asked.

Their discussion was interrupted when an aide arrived with a tray of pills in tiny white paper cups. She held out a cup and said, “Wolverine, I have your heart medicine.”

“This is my grandson.”

The aide smiled politely, then held the cup closer.

“He’s going to university in Toronto.”

Standing, Christopher said, “I should go to the house and unpack.”

After taking the cup and swallowing the pill with a bit of water, Wolverine gestured for the boy to sit down. “I haven’t seen you in nearly three years. Tell me about your school.”

“I’ve been traveling all day and you’re tired. We can talk tomorrow.”

“You’re staying at our house, right?”

Christopher nodded. “That was my plan before I knew you had moved to The Lodge.”

“Then it’s settled. Stay at the house. Sleep in the big bed. I froze a package of caribou tenderloins for a special treat. Thaw them and we’ll eat them tomorrow night.”

“I...”

“It’s settled. The pickup keys are in the sugar bowl, and it has half a tank of gas unless Evelyn Purdy has been borrowing it. Go!”

* * * 
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AFTER WALKING FIVE blocks, Christopher was at his childhood home. The house he remembered from childhood now looked small, old, and tired. The pickup that had driven them around Iqaluit sat on four flat tires. The house paint was peeling, and the wooden steps creaked under his weight. Upon opening the screen door, he stared at the doorknob, realizing he didn’t have a key for the lock. To his surprise, the door wasn’t locked, and the house was warm. Unlike Toronto where every door was locked and no one left keys in their car, Iqaluit was different. People often left their doors unlocked and keys were left in pickups in case a neighbor needed to use them.

A layer of dust covered the small kitchen table and counters. The refrigerator and its freezer doors had been propped open by whoever cleaned it out and unplugged it. “So much for having caribou tenderloins tomorrow.” 

Christopher dragged his finger through dust on the counter, then turned on a faucet to rinse off the dirt. Water sputtered for a few seconds before a rusty surge sprayed out, followed by a steady flow.

The late afternoon sun cast long shadows across the living room floor. Picking up the television remote, Christopher was amazed when the screen lit up, showing the CBC news. The living room, with one upholstered chair and a couch, seemed as tiny as his dormitory room at Trinity College. A small dresser next to the TV caught his attention. Inside the top drawer he found neatly folded underwear and t-shirts, just as he’d left them when he’d moved to Toronto. In the second drawer were jeans and white athletic socks, aligned by Wolverine in two neat rows. He unrolled the socks in the farthest corner and found the $43 dollars he’d left there. It was his personal rainy-day fund, earned by helping elderly neighbors.

Christopher was startled by a knock on the door and was spooked when the door opened before he reached it. “Christopher?” Evelyn Purdy, their neighbor, peeked around the edge of the door.

“Hello, Mrs. Purdy.”

“I saw the lights were on.” The woman’s round Inuit face smiled, showing crow’s feet at the corners of her eyes. “I’d hoped you’d come back for Nunavut Day, in April.”

“Grandfather asked me to come back for Canada Day.”

“You know he’s not well.”

“I just walked here from The Lodge. We had supper together and he seemed okay.”

“He’s been waiting for your visit. He...”

Christopher turned off the television and gestured toward the living room chair. “He’s aged.”

Mrs. Purdy dusted the seat with a tissue before sitting. She sighed while composing her thoughts. “A lot of older people focus on an upcoming event and rally. It gives them something to anticipate. Once the event has passed, they give up.”

Christopher sat on the couch, leaning his elbows on his knees. “Do you think my grandfather is about to die?”

“I don’t know that, but he’s been perkier these past few weeks. Before that, he’d been in declining health. I think all his energy has been directed at your visit. Once you’re gone, he may choose to depart to the spirit world.”

“But...”

Mrs. Purdy frowned. “Inuit tradition allows people to let go of their physical being and move to the spirit world. It’s not something we fear. It’s just another phase of being.”

“And you think my grandfather will let go soon?”

“I don’t know that. But I suspect he will find peace that’s been eluding him while you’ve been away.”

“I’ll talk to him.”

Mrs. Purdy stood and put her hand on Christopher’s shoulder. “Don’t rob him of the dignity he’ll find in his departure. There’s nothing sad about dying. We just move to a different place and time. Perhaps he’ll be the caribou on the hillside, or a ptarmigan. His spirit will go on even after it departs his body.”

Footfalls on the wooden steps preceded the opening of the door. The young woman wearing an RCMP special constable’s uniform and carrying shopping bags seemed surprised to see people in Wolverine’s vacant house. “Mrs. Purdy. Christopher.”

Mrs. Purdy frowned. “Tanaraq Etok, I didn’t know the RCMP delivered groceries.”

The officer smiled politely, “Please call me Tatty. Wolverine gave me a few dollars and asked me to fill the propane tank and turn up the heat before his grandson arrived. I was delayed by a call, or I would’ve stocked the refrigerator earlier.”

Mrs. Purdy looked skeptical and stepped to the door. “Christopher, knock on my door if you need anything.”

Smiling at Christopher, Tatty walked to the kitchen table and set down the shopping bags. “The regular Mounties don’t deliver groceries, but you’re getting extra service from the RCMP Special Constable. I knew you would need a few things when you arrived.” Without invitation, Tatty removed the towels propping open the refrigerator doors and plugged the appliance into the outlet. “It’ll cool off quickly.”

“Hi, Tatty, I haven’t seen you since I was in sixth grade and you came along with your grandfather whenever he visited Wolverine.

“The good old days,” Tatty said. “You didn’t know it, but Wolverine paid me to babysit you so he and Hanta could sit around telling lies.”

“They paid you to take me to the movies and to buy ice cream?”

Tatty nodded. “I’ll bet you thought I came along with Hanta because I was bored.”

“I thought you enjoyed going to the movies.” Christopher paused. “I saw Hanta this afternoon when I visited my grandfather. He said I should marry you because...” Christopher froze, realizing how uncomfortable a discussion of Tatty’s wide hips and childbearing ability would be. “...you can cook.”

Snorting, Tatty shook her head. “It’s okay. I’ve heard Hanta tell men that my hips are perfect for bearing children.”

“I...um...”

“It’s okay. My hips are what they are.” She paused, then asked, “Did he also say I was an old maid past my prime?”

“Wolverine said you are too old for me.”

Tatty sat at the table. “I am too old for you. And, according to Hanta, I’m too old to marry men of a suitable age anywhere in Iqaluit.”

“Hanta is trying to marry you off.”

“Hanta has a bit of dementia and the once thin filter between his brain and his mouth is now gone. Whatever he thinks, he says.”

“You’re a Mountie now?”

“I’m a Royal Canadian Mounted Police Special Constable.”

“What’s the difference between a Mountie and Constable?” Christopher asked.

Tatty stood and unloaded groceries from the bags. “Special constables get police training, but our powers aren’t as broad as Mounties. The RCMP uses us in situations where local knowledge, our Inuit heritage, and Inuktitut language skills are useful. The Mounties from Quebec and Newfoundland don’t have a clue about Inuit traditions, so they sometimes inflame a situation by being culturally insensitive or overly aggressive when they should back off. That’s when I step in, to calm the situation.”

Dumbfounded, Christopher watched Tatty load eggs, milk, bread, and cold cuts into the refrigerator. “Um, why did you bring food?”

After emptying and folding the bags, Tatty sat in a kitchen chair. “Because you’re staying here, and you’ll need something to eat.”

“Um, thanks. But why did you buy groceries for me?”

“Our grandfathers are roommates at the senior residence now. Wolverine told me you’d be staying here. He paid for the groceries. And I thought you might like to see a familiar face.”

“I’m sorry to hear about Hanta’s dementia.” Christopher sat across the table, at a loss for other words.

“It’s kind of frustrating because he can remember the past so well, but anything recent is lost or scrambled. When something gets stuck in his mind, he sometimes repeats the same question over and over for my entire visit.”

“Hanta made you help me with my math homework, then he’d give you a couple of dollars and send us off to a movie or to buy ice cream while he and Wolverine talked about the old times.” Christopher frowned. “I don’t remember you after I started like sixth grade. You disappeared from our lives.”

“You don’t remember me after I stopped visiting with Hanta because I was quiet, plain, and four grades ahead of you in school. Then, I was in college while you were a high school student. I’ve been a special constable for three years while you’ve been away at university. I’m not married because I choose to be single, not because I’m past my prime.”

“I didn’t mean to dig into your personal life...”

Tatty’s smile faded. “I need to warn you. Because of Hanta’s lack of a mental filter, too many people are aware of your grandfather’s plan to give you his land grant. Be careful.”

“I don’t understand.”

Tatty leaned on the table and steepled her fingers. “Wolverine’s land near the Soper River is valuable...more valuable than nearly any other section of land given to individual Inuks by the government. Because you’ve been going to college in Toronto, people have begun to think of you as an outsider. There are rumors that you’ll sell the land and stay in Toronto. Other people think you’ll keep the land and live high on the hog from the lease payments.”

“What lease payments?”

“Wolverine has been bragging about the big money he makes leasing his land to outfitters who take tourists on Soper River rafting and canoe trips.”

“Why would anyone care? The Soper is only usable for rafting or kayaking like three weeks out of the year and it’s not like the kayakers have to pay to float the river. Right?”

Tatty checked her watch, then stood and pushed her chair against the table. “I’ve got to get back to work, so I don’t have time to get into the details. Wolverine’s land is the only flat area upstream of the best rafting areas. He owns the property where the outfitters land their planes and pitch their tents before starting their raft trips. No one knows for sure what they pay for leasing that spot, but everyone assumes it’s a lot more income than most Iqaluits make in a year.” She paused at the door. “Be careful. Lock the door when I leave.”

“I don’t remember the door ever being locked.”

Tatty twisted a brass latch, covered with dark patina. It snapped. After two tries she got it to open and latch in place. “The lock works. Use it tonight and see if you can find the key.”

“I think you’re being overdramatic,” Christopher replied.

Tatty stared at him as she weighed her words. “Christopher, you aren’t the same teen who left Iqaluit three years ago, and Iqaluit isn’t the same town you left. You’ve become an outsider, and the land grants have changed people. You grew up in a time when this was a homogenous community after the US Air Force closed their operations in the 1960s. There’s...greed now. And drunks.”

Christopher frowned. “Alcohol is illegal.”

Snorting, Tatty shook her head. “If it wasn’t for alcohol, I’d probably be out of a job. Alcohol or illegal drugs are involved in virtually every domestic assault call. People smuggle them in.”

“You make it sound...like Toronto.”

Tatty leaned against the door. “Every crime you’ve heard about in Toronto is in Iqaluit. Then, add suicides and missing Inuit women into the mix.”

After searching Tatty’s face for any hint of mirth, Christopher let out a sigh. “Your job sucks.”

“Where’s your head?”

“Huh?”

“You have a caribou in the headlights look. What’s going on?”

“You already said it. I don’t belong here. I’m not from here anymore. I should blow off tomorrow’s celebration and fly back to Toronto.”

Tatty walked to the table and sat. “I didn’t say you don’t belong here. I said people think you’re not from here anymore.”

“That’s the same thing.”

The knocking of her knuckle on the table startled Christopher. “Earth calling Christopher. Are you there?”

“What?”

“None of us are what we used to be. We’ve all changed. I used to be a quiet, nerdy high school student. Now I’m a constable who everyone hates but trusts. You went to college. You’ll be something else after you graduate. Don’t let the local rumors define you. Define yourself. You were born here. You belong here as much as anyone. Iqaluit needs educated people like you, who can return to make this a better place.”

“My mom was white. My father was only half Inuit.”

“That’s how you want to define yourself? As three quarters white?”

“That’s what everyone said in school.”

A smile curled Tatty’s lips. “Let me tell you a secret. Almost any single girl in Iqaluit would be flattered if you asked her out.”

“What?”

“You’re a good looking, smart guy who’s got prospects beyond fishing, hunting, and drinking. You’ll be quite a catch.”

Christopher studied Tatty’s round face and caramel-colored skin. “You’d date me?”

Rolling her eyes, Tatty said, “You’re missing the point. I’m not hitting on you. I’m just trying to make you realize that the future is yours to mold.” Tatty stood. “Go to the celebration tomorrow. Meet up with your old school friends. Catch up on what’s going on in the community and see how it’s changed since you left. See where life takes you.”

“Tatty,” Christopher called out as she opened the door.

“Yeah?”

“You should’ve been a social worker or psychologist.”

“That’s half my job.”

“What’s the other half?”

“Breaking up domestic assaults, arresting drunk drivers, and finding lost girls.”

Christopher shook his head. “Are there many lost girls?”

“Too many. Right now, we’re looking for a fifteen-year-old girl who disappeared from Cape Dorset a couple of days ago.”

“Disappeared, as in kidnapped?”

“We don’t know. Cape Dorset is a fair-sized town. Buniq Tingenek is the girl, and she might be staying with friends or hiding out with her boyfriend.”

“Cape Dorset is that little artsy community off the north end of Baffin Island, right?”

“Yeah, it’s on Dorset Island. The population is about one thousand. There are a lot of artists making Inuit-themed prints and carving walrus ivory and stones. I don’t think anyone is getting rich, but that town has a lot more economic activity than most of Nunavut.”

Nodding, Christopher said, “I suppose that also means there are more outsiders coming and going who might give a desperate girl a boat or plane ride out of town.”

“The Mounties are checking on boat and plane traffic.” Tatty looked around the small house. Every surface had a layer of dust, reminding her that the house had been unused since Wolverine moved to the Iqaluit Senior Lodge, or ‘The Lodge,’ as the local people referred to it. “I’m on duty so...”

Christopher nodded his understanding. “I’m good here. The heat is on, and you’ve left me some food. Thank you.”

Tatty smiled and reached for the door.

“You’re right, it is nice to see a familiar face. Thanks.”

“I’ll check in on you tomorrow. Get some rest, this is the first Canada Day since the creation of Nunavut. It’s going to be a big celebration.” She paused, then added, “And don’t believe everything Hanta says.”

“Tatty.”

Peeking around the door, she stopped. “Yes?”

“Your hips aren’t that wide.”

As the door closed, Christopher heard her say, “Smartass.”
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Chapter 3
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July 1 Canada Day
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CHRISTOPHER WAS HALF awake when someone knocked on the door. Pulling on his jeans and walking through the living room in his bare feet he thought, in all the years we’ve lived here, the only visitors we’ve had were Hanta and Tatty. They walked in without knocking. 

He rattled the doorknob, then remembered the lock Tatty had set. The first thing Christopher saw when he opened the door was the word POLICE stenciled on the protective vest worn by the Mountie. The next thing he noticed was the officer’s pink face. “Is this Wolverine Pokaik’s house?”

“Um, yes. But he moved to The Lodge.”

“You are?” The officer asked.

“I’m Christopher, his grandson.” Half asleep and surprised by seeing a Mountie at the door, it never occurred to Christopher to ask why he was there, or to invite him inside.

Sensing Christopher’s confusion, the Mountie asked, “May I come inside?”

Realizing that the officer was standing outside where it was only a few degrees above freezing, Christopher stepped back and held the door open. The officer’s somber expression was concerning, and his somewhat nervous demeanor added to Christopher’s unease. “I...um...would you like to sit down? I can make coffee.”

The officer gestured to the kitchen table where Tatty had stacked the empty shopping bags. Christopher snatched them off the table and put them into the garbage before taking a chair across from the Mountie. 

“I’m sorry, Christopher. Your grandfather passed away last night.”

Unprepared for the news, Christopher said the first words that came to his mind. “Passed away?”

“Yes, I’m afraid he’s dead.”

Having seen his grandfather the evening before, Christopher was confused and surprised. “From what?”

The officer’s smile was warm and genuine. “He was an old man. We think he died from a stroke.” The Mountie glanced around the spartan, empty house. “Do your parents live here, too?”

“Um, my parents died when I was a kid. Wolverine raised me...here.”

“Is there someone else we should notify?”

Tears welled in Christopher’s eyes as the news registered. “No. There are...were just grandfather and me.”

The officer nodded. “We’re taking his body to the funeral home. You can contact them for a viewing and to make funeral plans.”

Not knowing what else to say, Christopher looked around for a box of tissues. Not seeing any, he wiped his nose on the sleeve of his t-shirt.

“Will you be okay?” the Mountie asked as he stood. “We have a chaplain you can talk to if you’d like to speak with someone.”

Christopher followed the officer to the door where they stood in awkward silence. “Um, not right now. Thanks.”

“I’m really sorry to deliver this news. It’s hard when the deceased hasn’t been sick or anything.”

As the officer turned to leave, Christopher was struck by a thought. “I have a friend who’s a constable. Tatty Etok
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