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Glossary of West Greenlandic words

 

aap – yes

ana – grandmother

anaana – mother

angakkoq – shaman

ata – grandfather

ataata – father

eeqqi – no (East Greenland)

iiji – yes (East Greenland)

imaqa – maybe

naamik – no

kaffemik – celebration/party

kamikker/kamiks – sealskin boots

mattak – whale skin and blubber delicacy

qajaq – kayak

qujanaq – thank you

tuttu – reindeer

ukaleq – Arctic hare


 

 

 

 

 

for Lise

My hero!


 

 

 

 

 

Tempest Rising


 

 

 

 

 

1

 

It was a fickle wind. And malicious. It blew from the east in the morning, raging west, shoving at the weaker floes of ice, barging in, making a ruckus. It paused to recharge before midday, before spinning drifts of needle snow from the south across the stronger floes, huffing flechettes of ice into the face of a lonely figure, head bent, marching into the teeth of the coming storm.

The man could not help but feel the relentless shoving and prodding of the wind, the bite of its chill breath gnawing at his cheeks. He tucked his chin deeper inside the collar of his dirty police jacket. It was his shield, a talisman of sorts. But the polar bear skin salopettes and sealskin kamiks he wore on his lower half were better, warmer, resistant to the wind, impervious – almost. But the man wore his jacket to cover his upper body. He was seldom seen without it. Hunting, fishing, behind the wheel of the patrol car, emergency lights flashing, consoling – as best he could – a distraught parent, chatting with hunters, sharing a cigarette, always wearing his jacket, always the constable-cum-hunter, always Maratse.

He didn’t need to be there, of course. He didn’t need to be on the ice, just north of the northern tip of Ikerasak Island. Certainly not in a storm. Definitely not in the dark of the late winter night. He might have waited until morning, might have faced the storm in the light of day – strong now, getting stronger, lighter, and shining longer. But there had been a book, a chapter to finish. Then a call – Frederik on a line filled with static.

“Constable?”

“Iiji?”

“What are you doing?”

“Right now?”

“Aap.” Frederik coughed. It took a minute. “Busy?” he said once he had caught his breath.

“Reading.”

“Hah! Always reading. You should be fishing.”

“Hmm.”

There was a pause. Maratse reached for the mug of coffee he had on the small table by his chair in the barely furnished living room of his austere and temporary house. The coffee was cold. He took a sip anyway, letting Frederick ramble about this, complain about that. He would get to the point, eventually. He usually did. 

“Constable!”

“Iiji.”

Maratse smiled as Frederik repeated the first part of his conversation. Makkak had explained it would be so, that the old fisherman would repeat himself, but that if Maratse listened to the end, he might piece together the whole.

“You should be fishing.”

“I would like to be fishing,” Maratse said.

“You can fish my longline.”

Maratse frowned at that, wondering if Frederik had forgotten where he was, that he was retired, living in the care home.

“Frederik…”

“Aap,” he said, cutting Maratse off, coughing for another minute. “My nephew,” he said. “Young Karl?”

“Hmm,” Maratse said. Yes, he knew Karl.

Karl was younger than some, but older than Maratse. He was also sleeping off a heavy weekend in the cell. Maratse rubbed his chin, thinking of the lucky blow Karl had landed when Maratse and Constable Nujakina Uppik had encouraged the hunter to sit down, to stop fighting, to stop making a scene. Nujakina had caught Maratse’s eye, blinking in the gloom of the bar, huffing her fringe out of her eyes. Karl clocked Maratse with a bony fist. Everything about Karl was bony. It hurt, just like Karl hurt people. So they locked him up, just for the night. Maybe two.

“He can’t fish,” Frederik said, and he paused, waiting for Maratse to catch up and catch on.

“Why can’t he fish, Frederik?”

“You locked him up.”

“Iiji,” Maratse said. “He was fighting.”

Maratse didn’t say again. Frederik wouldn’t remember how many times Karl had been fighting in the last month, nor the number of times Maratse had locked him up, and Nujakina and Police Chief Torben Simonsen many times before him, before Maratse returned to Uummannaq for another temporary posting, covering a sickness, standing in for Simonsen. The police chief had a broken jaw. Courtesy of Karl Mathiassen, Frederik’s nephew. There would be repercussions, and a trial when the ice thawed, and the legal team could sail up the coast from Nuuk.

“He can’t fish if you don’t let him out, Constable.”

“I’m not letting him out.”

“You’re not?”

“Eeqqi.”

Frederik couldn’t see Maratse shake his head, but he did it anyway. He looked at his book. Just one chapter left. It was something new. Neal Asher. Something about a space duck. It made no sense. Maratse didn’t need it to make sense. But he needed to finish it. One chapter, and it was done.

“Then you need to fish,” Frederik said.

Maratse took another sip of cold coffee. 

He thought of Karl, comatose on the cot in the cell. He thought of his kids – two young girls, and an even younger boy, and his wife – so Maratse had heard – was expecting another, not necessarily Karl’s. Karl fished his uncle’s longline because he was a lousy hunter. Frederik’s longline had been passed down the line. It was a good spot with a good depth. Not too much current, just enough to carry the metal plate at the end of the line long and deep. Everyone wanted the spot, but it was Frederik’s for as long as he or someone in his family fished it. His daughters weren’t interested, and their husbands were neither hunters nor fishers. To keep the spot, Frederik needed family to fish it.

He had Karl.

“And you locked him up,” Frederik said. “You locked him up again.”

“Iiji,” Maratse said.

There was a pause.

The space duck would have to wait.

“Constable?”

Maratse took a last sip of cold coffee, thinking he would make more. He had a flask in his satchel, along with a packet of ship’s biscuits – big, thick squares of dry flour, glued together with butter, salt, and water. Cigarettes. Two crumpled packets. He had them too, kept one packet in the chest pocket of his jacket.

“I’ll need a team,” Maratse said, looking at his watch, thinking it was late, but knowing the hole would be frozen, and the line full of fish.

“You can take Karl’s dogs,” Frederik said.

Maratse sighed.

Karl’s dogs were no good.

Everyone knew it.

“Hmm,” Maratse said. 

Frederik wished him a good night, said he had to sleep, and Maratse pushed himself out of his chair to make coffee – strong and black, like the night.
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Karl’s dogs were no good.

Everybody knew it.

Maratse dug a hook attached to a line into the ice to hold them in place, glaring at them when they snarled and fought with one another. The lead dog was weak. Maratse growled at the other dogs, shoving a big wheel dog – one of three tethered closest to the sledge – to one side with his knee before digging a loop into the ice with the ice staff to anchor the team more securely. He dug two loops to split the team from the lead dog. The dog wouldn’t be able to fight to stay on top, but Maratse didn’t fancy its chances. He separated the team. He anchored them to the ice. And then, gripping the ice staff, Maratse slung his satchel over his shoulder and adjusted the fleece hat he wore on his head. He tucked his bruised chin deep into his collar. He walked into the growing storm, leaving the useless dogs, to fish Karl’s frozen fishing hole, to save the lucrative spot for his uncle.

It would be easier if Karl didn’t drink, didn’t fight, didn’t screw up this and that.

Another man might have worked up a sweat just thinking about it, getting angrier and more frustrated with each step. But it was dangerous to sweat, and it didn’t help to get frustrated, or angry.

Dogs were dogs. They fought.

Karl was Karl, and he fought too.

Such was life. 

Spindrift and ice scratched across Maratse’s jacket. The wind bit at his cheeks. Maratse pressed the palm of his hand to his cheeks to warm them, smiling at the thought of the children in town doing exactly the same. They should wear gloves. He should wear gloves. But a warm palm on the cheek was welcome relief, however temporary. His cheeks, like those of the kids and teenagers, would be dark in places – cooled to freezing and burned by the wind. If he could grow a thicker beard, he would, but the wisps of black hair on his cheeks and chin were more decorative than practical. 
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