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A GIFT BEFORE DYING




CHAPTER 1

Sergeant Elderick Cole pulled back the hood of his parka and switched on his flashlight. Dead. The bulb flickered once and the silhouette of the girl lingered on his retinas. He removed one tactical glove using his teeth and fumbled with the battery casing; icy pins and needles pushed deep into his bone-­white fingers. The furnace must have been out for hours. He swore aloud, his warm breath crystallizing in the Arctic air. Cole whacked the frosted device against his palm in frustration. It flashed again, illuminating the crime scene for a heartbeat.

The body of the girl hung in the center of the kitchen, her head bent downward at an unnatural angle, concealing her features in its shadow. It didn’t matter. He didn’t need to see her face. Even from the far end of the hallway in the unlit apartment, he knew exactly who she was. Resignation set in, a feeling of deep sorrow stealing over him. It was the fourth suicide he’d responded to this year in this little Arctic town. December was only hours old.

Standing in the darkness, giving his eyes time to adjust, Cole allowed her image to fade, dreading everything that lay ahead. How did it all come to this? Sliding his bare hand along the cold surface of the wall, he found the light switch for the hallway and flicked it upward. Nothing. Before he could even consider the reason for the outage, a frigid gust ripped through the inner door behind him, so he forced it closed against the howling wind.

As he tightened the cap on his flashlight, it mercifully sparked to life. He brought the beam to bear on her corpse. An electrical cord had been tied around her throat in a crude slipknot. Stiff arms and legs dangled from her tiny frame. She was frozen solid. Her toes were level with Cole’s knees, bringing them face-­to-­face. He stepped closer to her, touching her hair with his gloved hand. Was there anything he should have done differently for her in the past few weeks? He pushed a rigid strand back off her face, but it fell forward again. She looked angelic in the artificial light, crystals of frost on her pale cheeks, her eyes open, lost and vacant. He whispered her name as if to wake her.

“Pitseolala.”

Cole rotated her body with a soft touch, turning her face away from his. He unzipped his parka and reached inside for the handset buckled to his tactical vest.

“This is Sergeant Cole, Dorset detachment. Do you read me?”

A distant voice crackled over the airwaves.

“This is Iqaluit dispatch. I read you.”

“I’m at the location and I’ve found the body. It’s a suicide. Over.”

The operator acknowledged him and he shut down his radio. No need to get his partner out of bed for this. He pulled out his smartphone. No one had told him two years ago, before he flew into Cape Dorset to start his placement, that there was no cell service in the town. No infrastructure, they told him. Too remote, they said. The device had become an overpriced dictation machine. He activated the voice recorder app. As he got older, he’d found himself relying more often on recordings to write incident reports. His memory wasn’t what it used to be. That, and he wrote so many of them now. Crime never seemed to sleep here, and as of late, he hadn’t either.

A violent wind shook the house while he spoke into the phone, the wooden frame cracking and shifting in the otherwise silent darkness.

“The deceased is wearing a black T-­shirt with a silver butterfly design on the front, black jeans, green belt. Barefoot. Toenails painted red, fingernails blue. Hair is normally black, recently dyed blond, traces of pink on the ends. No visible injuries except for numerous dated scratches, bruises, and a few hickeys.”

It had been less than a week since Pitseolala slept off a night of heavy drinking in the holding cells. Cole had found her staggering around without a parka or mittens during a night when the temperature had dropped well below −­31 degrees with the windchill. This scenario had become a regular occurrence for her in recent months.

He leaned in and inhaled deeply through his nose. Cheap flowery perfume, no smell of decomposition. He exhaled a cloud of icy frost. No telling how long she’d been hanging there. His hands trembled as he searched her pockets, her frozen body turning slightly at his touch. Nothing but lip gloss and chewing gum. Just a minor, a kid who had nothing. The tension in his neck increased. He realized he was clenching his teeth again, so he closed his eyes and recalled the exercise he had read about on the internet. Open hands, breathe in. Close fists, breathe out.

He slipped past the body to clear his head and survey the room. It looked like every other kitchen in every other prefabricated unit in the area. No signs of a struggle. An overturned chair near the body. A single plastic tumbler and an open bottle of vodka on the table. Nothing notable except the young girl’s blue jacket on the back of a standing kitchen chair.

He pulled a small point-­and-­shoot camera from his pocket and took a dozen pictures of the room from different angles. Then he squatted down to peek through the hole in the glass of the back-­door window. Forced entry. No damage except the shattered pane above the knob where she must have gained access to the apartment. A small drift of snow had formed on the tiles among the shards of glass. He stood up, walked to the counter, and picked up the cordless phone. No dial tone. It was tied to the power supply; some fuses must have blown and knocked out the furnace along with them. He reached for his mobile radio unit again and dialed Bert Miller, the local justice of the peace. The regional office had also designated him as a lay coroner.



Ten rings later, a somewhat sober Miller mumbled into the receiver.

“Miller? That you?”

“Yeah, yeah,” he whispered, before breaking into a coughing fit.

“I got a body. House 273. I need you to confirm it so I can cut her down.”

Seven seconds of silence. “I’ll get dressed.”

At the sound of the disconnection, he cursed under his breath and hoped that Miller wouldn’t roll over, fall back asleep, and leave him standing in the cold for the rest of the night.

He braced himself for a long wait and climbed the stairs to investigate the rest of the residence—­a two-­bedroom apartment in one of the five-­unit housing complexes at the edge of the hamlet. Each had an identical layout, so he knew the floor plan. He turned left at the top of the stairs into the bedroom, instinctively reaching for his gun when his own darkened reflection in the mirror startled him. He paused, releasing his grip on his still-­holstered firearm, then swept the flashlight around the room. Empty, as expected. He strode carefully through the unlit room to the lone window and turned off his flashlight, wiping the frost from the pane with the sleeve of his parka.

Outside, through the ice-­covered glass, the tiny community of Cape Dorset, with about eleven hundred Inuit and two hundred Qallunaaq, or non-­Inuit, like himself, looked almost peaceful. He knew better. In the early 1900s, the Hudson’s Bay Company established an outpost in this location, offering tobacco, sugar, and ammunition in exchange for animal hides and pelts. It didn’t take long for the nomadic Inuit to become dependent on the goods and services offered by the company and move from their hunting camps on the tundra to settle around the company store.

More than one hundred years later, despite its small size, this isolated town had one of the highest violent crime rates per capita in North America. Harsh weather, rampant substance abuse, lack of treatment resources, and pure isolation created a pressure cooker of social ills. Violence lingered as a potential solution to every problem.

He flicked the flashlight on again. A photo stuck out from the mirror frame above the dresser—­a group of girls on a hiking trip. The teacher who rented the unit stood third from the left. Smiling, happy, elsewhere. She’d been on vacation for the past three weeks. The neighbor who reported the body noticed all of the lights extinguished and used a spare key to check on the place.

He tucked the photo back and stepped out across the hallway. Cosmetics and hair products cluttered the tiny bathroom. The flashlight beam revealed a toilet bowl full of ice; a long crack extended from the flush handle to the base of the tank. He turned the hot water tap on, but nothing came out. The pipes in the house would have frozen when the furnace died, most of them burst. Checking his watch, he wondered if he had accidentally locked the front door on Miller. He descended the stairs and made sure the dead bolt was open before sitting on the couch in the living room. Cold had begun to seep into his joints. When he was a senior in college, a promising career in professional hockey had been derailed by a poorly executed check from a careless defenseman. Two surgeries and three titanium implants later, he would relearn how to walk. He rubbed his bad knee hard with two hands to warm it before taking out a pencil to make notes. Years ago, his instructors had taught him to always use a pen, but up here, the ink kept freezing.

Cole heard Miller long before he saw him. The lay coroner stomped his feet on the outside stairs several times. The front door opened and slammed shut against the wind, shaking the whole house. Most buildings at this latitude were raised on steel frameworks with posts driven deep into the ground; the residual heat from a regular concrete foundation would melt the permafrost and cause the structure to shift and collapse. Cole leaned toward the table and finished writing out his last timed entry before closing his notepad and putting it back in his vest pocket. Miller held on to the doorknob for support and cursed loudly as he tried to keep his balance while removing his boots. He didn’t spot Cole until his first one was halfway off.

“Leave your boots on. It’s not a murder. There won’t be anyone flying in for forensics.”

Miller rose, nodded in appreciation, bent again at the waist, and pulled his boot back on. He looked like many Southern men who spent a long time in the North—­overweight, red-­faced, and heavily bearded, a Falstaff in winter wear. Cole smelled the stale liquor before Miller stumbled five steps from the living room door, but he couldn’t really complain since he’d dragged the poor man out of bed on a weekend without warning.

He nudged past the coroner and down the hallway toward the body. The older man followed, using the officer’s flashlight as a guide. The legs of Miller’s snow pants swished loudly against each other as he pulled off his fur mitts and adjusted his matching hat. Cole stood off to the right of the girl, knowing that Miller might need a chair for support in his condition. Miller let out a resigned sigh, his breath crystallizing from the cold as he stood in the kitchen doorway. Balancing himself with one hand against the frame, he looked up at the hanging girl.

“One can only hope it was quick,” said Miller, making the sign of the cross on his chest before contorting his face and closing his eyes. He took a deep breath in through his nose and let it out through his mouth in a cloud of frost before he opened his eyes again. Fearing that the drunken man might vomit, Cole stepped back.

Miller rallied and composed himself. “Well, she’s frozen solid, so I don’t need to check her pulse. I’ll do the paperwork tomorrow. You’re good to cut her down.”

Cole nodded and placed his hand on Miller’s shoulder, turning him to face the exit. Miller gave him a weak thumbs-­up, lowering to one knee with great effort to pick up a dropped mitt, and shuffled back toward the front door.

“You need a hand with her?” he asked half-­heartedly without stopping.

“No, I’ll be fine.”

Cole waited until he heard the outer door slam shut before he pulled out his jackknife. He dragged a chair over behind the hanging girl, stepped up on the seat, and slipped his left arm firmly around her waist. The knife took less than a minute to cut through the taut cord. Careful to keep the blade pointed away from her body, he wrapped his right arm around her as the cord gave way. He eased her feet to the floor before stepping down carefully to avoid twisting his weak knee. Despite her small size, Pitseolala’s lifeless body felt heavier in death. He strained to release her gently. He positioned her flat on her back on the floor before he took her jacket from the chair and draped it over her face.

He pointed his light toward the remainder of the cord tied to the exposed pipe above him and reached up with one arm to gauge the height of the ceiling, but his fingertips fell well short of the knot. The flashlight beam moved down the height of the kitchen chair and then along the length of her shrouded body. Need to bring a measuring tape. He squeezed the back of his aching neck and closed his tired eyes with a despondent exhale. Sleep would be a gift.

When he stood at the front door, preparing to lock up and leave, he noticed a tiny pair of shoes on the rubber mat. Tattered blue sneakers with pink laces. He’d temporarily removed the laces from the same footwear when he’d placed her in a cell only days before—­standard procedure to prevent prisoners from harming themselves. From the end of the hall, Pitseolala’s bare feet seemed out of place, yet somehow significant, with her stiff toes now pointing toward him. He snapped a picture of the shoes before taking one last look at her body.



Cole stepped outside into the blackness and pulled his hat down low against the biting wind. He could barely see the truck through the blowing snow, despite it being only twenty yards from the building. Before he came to the North, he had worried about the constant darkness of the winter. He never thought he would get used to it. Now, the never-­ending night was somehow comforting. Like the thick blankets of constantly drifting snow, it hid the ugliness around him.





CHAPTER 2

Maliktu Kullu stood motionless in the moonlight, far out on the frozen ocean. The oversize parka, stained with blood and fat, hung down below his knees. Disfigured skin covered the boy’s entire face from untreated burns he had suffered as a toddler. He cradled a weighty rifle wrapped in caribou pelt in his spindly arms. Next to him, his grandfather, Pingwatsiak, sat on the snowmobile with his own gun slung across his back. The long fur trim around the old man’s hood wicked away the moisture of his breath, creating a halo of ice around his weather-­beaten face.

“I will circle you at a distance and drive the seal toward its breathing hole,” Pingwatsiak said in Inuktitut, his mother tongue, over the rumble of the idling engine.

Maliktu pulled the trim away from his mouth with his caribou mitt. “And watch for bears.”

They were not hunting alone. A polar bear making a meal of a ten-­year-­old boy and his grandfather was not unheard of in this territory. When seals were scarce, the huge beasts were often lured great distances by the smell of potential food as it drifted on the wind.

“Let me worry about the nanuq. You worry about the seal.” His grandfather revved the engine and pulled away. The boy was on his own.

Maliktu trod cautiously, deliberate in every footfall. This form of hunting demanded silence and darkness. Seals could hear better than sled dogs, even through thick layers of ice. He puffed out his little chest inside his parka, clutched the rifle tight with both hands, and moved the last few feet toward the aglu—­the seal’s breathing hole. He squinted at the taillight of his grandfather’s machine as it blinked in and out of view behind the snowdrifts in the distance. He already seemed so far away.

The boy knelt, removing his headlamp and pressing it against the side of the ice cone that had formed above the aglu, peering into the small opening he had created in the top with his knife. Open water, no foul odor. Big male seals often stank, and their meat was fit only for feeding the dogs. His family, like many in Cape Dorset, had only human mouths to feed.

Unfurling the caribou pelt from around the barrel of his rifle, he retreated from the icy mound. The seal could hold its breath for nearly an hour, but it would have to breathe eventually. And he would be waiting for it. Planting his feet wide to keep his balance, he stuck his harpoon and his niksiq—­a makeshift hook strapped to a broken hockey stick with some black electrical tape—­into the snowdrift beside him. The M1917 Enfield bolt-­action was still too big for him, but less so now than three years ago when he’d used it to kill his first seal. Fewer and fewer children his age hunted anymore. Families found it easier and cheaper to buy corn dogs and pizza pockets at the local supermarket.

He checked the safety and cocked the gun before shifting the rifle in his arms to change the burden of its weight. It would be a long wait. There were no northern lights tonight to entertain him, so he counted stars, giving each one a name—­Killiktee, Piita, Maata, Goo—­until he ran out. The longer he stood, the more the cold seeped in, despite his heavy clothing. He couldn’t feel his feet and his back had grown stiff. To keep the blood flowing through his legs, he squatted up and down several times. Every itch, every tingle in his toes, was surely frostbite setting in.

A gasp erupted from inside the aglu beside him. He refocused and readjusted his grip. A short, sharp breath erupted and then a little splash—­a cautious seal testing to see if any danger lurked above it. He bit his lower lip in an effort to breathe silently through his nose. Another short breath, another hushed splash, the inhalation longer this time, but not long enough to fill the seal’s lungs. He removed his right fur mitt with his teeth; the thin glove beneath allowed him to better operate the trigger. The longer he remained silent, the more confident the seal would become.

He eased the safety off without letting it audibly click, then extended the rifle with one hand. The tip of the barrel hovered less than six inches from the side of the aglu. He bent his knees slightly to take the change in weight distribution. His outstretched forearm burned under the tension. The seal broke the surface fully, inhaling deeply. He tried desperately to remain steady while his shoulder ached and his lower back spasmed. If he waited too long, the seal would slip beneath the waves with its lungs filled for another hour. He let the mitten fall from his teeth into the snow. His lungs burned, starving for air as he held his breath in silence. His entire body trembled, acid burning in his veins. The seal took another full inhale. And then an exhale. Maliktu’s strength faltered, the gun barrel drooping. As its third breath began, he let his own breath go and squeezed the trigger. The gunshot echoed out across the tundra as the aglu exploded. His rifle jerked backward, knocking him off balance. Blood and seawater sprayed across his scarred face as he crumpled to the ice.


His grandfather dismounted from the snowmobile and hit the kill switch on the aging machine. The engine died with a chugging sputter and the headlight faded out with it. Maliktu bent at the waist and grabbed the seal by its lower flippers with two hands, mindful of the razor-­sharp claws. The boy dragged it toward the wooden qamutiq—­the sled hitched to the snowmobile. Steam rose up from the hot carcass in the lamplight, its ringed coat sparkling in the glow. A bullet hole in the side of its head oozed blood, its shiny musculature twitching sporadically.

Maliktu shouted in triumph, eyes wide, before smiling from ear to ear.

“Turn it over,” Pingwatsiak instructed.

The boy dropped to his knees and heaved the seal onto its back. His grandfather knelt down beside him. He clicked on his headlamp, running the tip of his knife from one end of the seal’s tender belly to the other. “Good shot,” he said, tapping his blade against the dark hole in the seal’s skull.

Pingwatsiak removed his beaver mitts and worked swiftly without the benefit of undergloves, his thick fingers calloused and worn from decades of toiling in frigid conditions. He cut and trimmed with fluid motion, muscles moving with the memory of a thousand seals caught in his lifetime. Maliktu stood next to him, observing carefully, noting every step. His stomach growled in anticipation. It had been a week since he’d had a proper meal of country food. Eating the spoils remained the best part of aglu hunting, especially the tender liver and the warm juice from its eyes. Blood pooled on the ice around them, staining the white snow, appearing black and purple in the light of their headlamps.

His grandfather held the liver up in the light, dark and rich with fresh blood. He cut a piece for Maliktu as his reward, allowing him to savor it before taking his own. The warm offal in the boy’s mouth brought heat up through his face. They ate another piece together, sharing smiles as they cherished the moment and the flavor as long as it would last.

“Life does not get better than this,” Pingwatsiak said.


Once the seal had been butchered and packed into plastic tubs on the back of the qamutiq, his grandfather made the last-­minute preparations for the trip home: tying ropes, securing containers, and taking inventory. The meat had to be sealed tightly or exhaust fumes from the snowmobile would taint the flavor on the long journey home.

When Maliktu stood to stretch his exhausted legs, a quiet splash brought his attention back to the seal’s breathing hole. Bloodstains and jagged shards of ice lay all around the dark opening. Maliktu stood at its edge; the water inside was calm but impenetrable. Strange music began without warning, its distant, haunting melody drifting toward him. The boy looked toward the unseen mountains in the dark distance with trepidation. He’d been hearing this song since summer ended. It was like no other music he had ever heard, an eerie fugue with interweaving, overlapping tones repeating endlessly. Sometimes when he hunted alone, he’d catch himself humming its mournful refrain, then clap his hand over his mouth for fear of triggering the uncanny tune.

A splash, another seal perhaps, brought his gaze downward. He knelt on the ice, shoving his niksiq back into the hole. Shadows moved beneath the water, ripples forming on the black surface. The hook snagged on something beneath the ice. Maliktu gripped it with both hands and tugged hard against the unseen catch. The slushy opening frothed and splashed in the light of his lamp, the icy spray stinging his frost-­burnt cheeks. His head sank forward, inching closer and closer to the surface of the dark water.

“I’ve got something!” Maliktu shouted between desperate gasps. He lifted his eyes enough to see the old man toiling away at a stubborn knot on the sled, unaware. The howling wind carried his frantic cries away from his grandfather’s ears. The boy struggled to maintain his grip on the shaft of the hook. His eyes widened as thin black tendrils slithered up the handle in the light of his headlamp, slick ribbons of darkness, creeping upward over his hands into the sleeves of his parka, wrapping around the burning muscles of his wiry forearms. Terror enveloped him. He dug the toes of his boots into the snow but continued to slide toward the hole. The tips of the seaweed-­like filaments had reached the soft flesh of his armpits, coiling around his chest, constricting until he felt his ribs would crack.

Retching sounds broke free from his throat, and he struggled to breathe as the black strands wound themselves tight around his neck, his eyes bulging in their sockets. The muscles of his back spasmed and his body crashed headlong into the frigid blackness. Acrid seawater burned his throat as he submerged, filling his starving lungs. In the silence underwater, a pale face emerged from the depths. Her eyes blank, her mouth gaped wide. Long black hair swirling in the icy water around her, surrounding her in a swarm of effervescence.

Maliktu heaved backward out of the hole. He gasped for breath, lying in a heap between the bloodstains and the shattered aglu. The music had disappeared. The sleeves of his parka were as dry as caribou bones bleached in the sun, the niksiq still in his hands.

“Atii!” his grandfather shouted. The old man pulled the rip cord and the engine roared to life. “Let’s go!”

Maliktu ran to the snowmobile and leapt aboard, clutching his grandfather tightly around the waist, tears streaming down his cheeks in the icy wind. As they rushed off, the girl’s face beneath the ice lingered in his mind’s eye. It seemed clearer now. His sister’s face.

Pitseolala.







CHAPTER 3

Cole killed the headlights and shifted the transmission into park. Home sweet home. Thick layers of platinum frost blanketed the front of his house like the inside of an old freezer. Ghostly swirls of blowing snow haunted every porch light and streetlamp around him. He shut his eyes and rested for a moment in the driver’s seat, soothed by the warmth of the dashboard vents and the rumble of the idling engine. The police detachment needed to be unlocked in less than two hours. Yet another night without proper sleep.

When he finally exited, a raven launched itself from the rooftop and swooped down over the truck. Black on black, invisible. Only the startling flutter of its wings gave away its presence. He struggled to insert the frost-­covered block heater plug into the outdoor receptacle. Without it, the police truck would be dead within hours. The icy roads of Cape Dorset lay empty in the deep quiet of early morning. He grabbed the railing and pulled himself up the staircase, cursing softly with every step. His aching knee throbbed in time with his heartbeat. The key turned, but the front door refused to budge. Idiot. He had left the porch heater off when he responded to the call. If he had been gone any longer, it would have frozen completely and he would have needed a blowtorch to get back inside. Just like the last time.

Wrenching the knob, he slammed his broad shoulder repeatedly into the jammed door with all his weight. The stubborn ice yielded with a startling crackle on the third try. Once inside, he kicked off his snow-­covered boots and slumped onto the porch bench, hating the accursed door, his injured leg, and the bitter cold. He hung up his fur hat and police-­issue blue parka before limping into the darkened house. The overhead lights buzzed to life over the racket of the rattling windowpanes. He unbuckled his gun belt, tossing it on the couch.

A dust-­covered stack of impulsive online purchases sat unopened at one end of the coffee table, one of many pieces of unremarkable used furniture provided by the local cooperative. Unread mail lay neatly piled at the other. Wall decorations were sparse—­a few photographs of his former sports teams, a pair of old boxing gloves hanging from a nail, and a well-­worn hockey jersey tacked up with pushpins. All were items from before he’d gotten married and had a child, long predating the intervention and their split. Artifacts from the golden age of a life that had since unraveled. Loneliness saturated his surroundings, but trying to improve it felt pointless.

He limped into the bathroom and opened the medicine cabinet where his pain medication and anti-­inflammatories waited. Necessary crutches. Closing the cupboard, he confronted his haggard reflection and leaned on the sink, his stiff hands with their scarred knuckles gripping the edge of the counter. He rolled up his sleeves and splashed warm water on his face in hopes of revitalizing himself. Initially, he had visualized his placement here as a monastic one—­penance for his sins, service to the people, a secluded time of introspection and discipline. But now, after months of isolation and hardship, he saw himself instead as a prisoner in solitary confinement on a frozen, distant planet or perhaps as a ghost haunting an abandoned house.

While putting away the pill bottles, he rubbed his thumb against the inside of the third finger of his left hand, spinning a phantom ring. Strange being without it, even after years. He withdrew the missing wedding band from the breast pocket of his uniform and laid it on the empty soap dish. Reaching into the other, he pulled out a picture—­Danny Carter, a little boy lost and found. Five years ago this past October, the six-­year-­old floated face down in a river in Northern Alberta, a few miles from the backyard where he’d gone missing. Cole’s albatross, a botched investigation. He could have been fired, but the disciplinary committee cleared him. The downward spiral that followed led him to this frozen wasteland, two thousand miles from everything he cared about, waiting for a transfer that might never materialize. He was a pariah. No one wanted to work with a condemned man. Since his arrival in Cape Dorset, the boy’s father had filed a lawsuit, and the resulting bad press intensified pressure on the higher-­ups to fire Cole. He placed the boy’s photo upright next to the ring and swallowed two blue and two white pills without water before turning out the lights.

Three fingers of scotch in hand, he collapsed onto the couch and placed the remainder of the bottle of Laphroaig on the coffee table. He opened his laptop. While he waited for it to boot up, he shuffled through all his neglected bills, junk mail, and work-­related forms. One envelope caught his eye: a last-­will-­and-­testament kit he had ordered. He swirled the ice around in the glass and drank deep, holding the liquid in his mouth, letting it warm his tongue and burn his nostrils. No new emails. No new messages. The faces in the framed photos on the side table glared at him and he tried to avoid their eyes. His ex-­wife, Rebecca, and his twenty-­six-­year-­old daughter, Chloe. Eight days past his birthday and still nothing from either. He had kept his expectations low but felt empty all the same.

Notifying Pitseolala’s family tomorrow would be tough. Throughout his career, he had told many strangers that their loved ones had died, but never at the frequency of this posting. Homicides, suicides, accidental shootings, hunting parties swallowed up by blizzards, drunkards frozen in snowbanks—­the people of Cape Dorset encountered death often, and by more ways than most. His thoughts drifted to the portraits of the slain officers hanging in the police detachment, reminders of the fragility of life. He flipped the envelope containing the will kit over and over in his hands. What would Rebecca and Chloe think if a stranger told them he’d been killed in action?

Rebecca would care, even if he tried to convince himself she wouldn’t. In an attempt to stave off melancholy and nostalgia, he’d fashioned an armor of bitterness. He had treated her poorly until eventually she’d returned the favor. Their sporadic exchanges—­less than a dozen in the past few years—­usually occurred when Chloe had fallen off the wagon. His daughter’s last message, thick with curses and incoherent rambling, remained in his voicemail. She contacted him only when she needed money or was too intoxicated to know why she’d even called. He had financed both of her failed attempts at a college education and taken a week of unpaid leave every time she’d attempted drug rehab. He struggled to reconcile his responsibility as a parent with the certainty of disappointment. She had become a symbol of his failure as a father and husband, a source of shame. He was done with her. Nothing he could do for Chloe would be enough to save her from herself. More likely, he’d be the one getting the bad news someday.

He lay back and shut his eyes and thought about the last time he had spoken to Pitseolala. A week, maybe more? Days and nights blurred into a long black smudge of undifferentiated time. All his regrets about the dead girl echoed in his burnt-­out mind.


Pitseolala perched on a plastic chair in the interview room with her feet tucked up beneath her: bloodshot eyes, no makeup. Hard and worn-­out despite her youth, fragile despite her combative expression. She wore ill-­fitting jogging pants and an oversize long-­sleeved shirt. At sixteen—­a decade younger than his daughter—­her face bore the damage of a life that ran roughshod over her. A bag containing her soiled clothes lay between them on the battered tabletop.



“I’m sorry I couldn’t find you anything better to wear,” Cole said.

She didn’t respond. They both knew she was lucky to be alive: weighing less than a hundred pounds and having consumed the better part of a forty-­ounce bottle of vodka he’d found in her possession the night before. She peered at Cole through the eye that wasn’t swollen shut, jackknifed her knees up to her chest, and wrapped her arms around them. The gold cross on her necklace jutted out from the corner of her wind-­burnt lips. Lifting a long rubber band from the tabletop, she dangled it between two fingers at arm’s length like a used condom.

“Can I have this?” she asked.

“Only if you tell me where you got the booze.”

Pitseolala sat upright and pulled her tangled hair back into a slipshod ponytail. Her closed eye fluttered partially open. She coughed in a spasm and the cross fell to her chest.

“I don’t remember,” she mumbled, nestling it back into the corner of her mouth.

“Don’t, or won’t?”

“Maybe both.”

She pointed at the adjacent coffee room through the open doorway. “Can I have one of those?”

Cole left and returned with two mismatched mugs. Her hand trembled when she brought the piping hot coffee to her lips, spilling it on the tabletop. Before he could offer her a tissue, she mopped it up with her sleeve.

“I’m not drinking as much as I used to,” she claimed after another messy sip. “I’m doing okay.”

“You didn’t seem okay last night.”

Leaning forward, she set to work threading the pink laces back through the eyelets in her shoe. “I’m not gonna hurt myself, even drunk,” she said without lifting her eyes. “I’m not gonna burn forever like my cousin, Piita.”

His name lay heavy in the silence between them, the specter of a man who had succumbed to his own demons long before Cole’s arrival. “You think he’s in hell?”

“My anaanatsiaq—­my grandma—­says that people who kill themselves meet the devil when they die.” She picked up the other shoe and then looked at Cole directly for the first time, irrational fear in her deep brown eyes. “I don’t wanna end up like him.”

He felt a chill pass through him and unconsciously touched his forearm where she had bitten him during her arrest. Only the thick sleeve of his duty coat prevented her from breaking the skin. Had it been another girl, Cole might have charged her with assault. But he knew that her parents had been killed in a tent fire when she was a child. He knew she had been bounced around in foster homes without counseling or therapy until her uncle Etidloi had taken her in and terrorized her for years with his own psychotic delusions. He knew her ex-­boyfriend Silas had controlled her every movement and taken out his own frustrations on her tiny frame. Cole had seen both men sent to prison. Everyone who was supposed to be taking care of her had been hurting her. Nothing he could charge her with would remedy any of that.

“Silas will be out in three months,” he said.

“I got a new boyfriend,” she replied with a slight smirk.

“Anyone I know?”

She hesitated, pondering the possibility. “Maybe, maybe not.”

“Are you worried about when he comes back?”

She shook her head. “I’ve got someone to protect me when he gets out.”

“This new guy you’re dating?”

“No,” she said, locking eyes with Cole once more. “You.”

He smiled despite himself. She tucked the cross into the corner of her mouth and smiled back at him like a mischievous child.




The cross. Cole retrieved the camera from his jacket in the foyer and slid the memory card into
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