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Introduction

 

I grew up on Jack London’s Arctic adventure stories, often reading by torchlight on school nights when I should have been sleeping. Stories about travelling by dog sledge kept me awake at night, and I dreamed of one day living in the Arctic. As I grew older, and read more and more stories, I made plans. I read everything I could about dog sledging, worked with Alaskan Huskies in Alta, Norway, Siberian Huskies in Thetford, England, and more Alaskans in Maine, USA. But it wasn’t until I married a Dane, trained to be a teacher, and moved to Greenland, that I discovered the real ups and downs of Arctic life.

 

As a teacher I got to know the people of Greenland, their customs, traditions, passions, and beliefs. The children taught me just as much as I taught them. My job allowed me to see a lot of Greenland during the seven years I lived there, but my heart will forever be rooted in the sledge dog districts, as is Constable David Maratse’s.

 

My last job in Greenland was as a teacher of English at the Police Academy in Nuuk, and it was the cadets and my colleagues who gave me access to their world. It was during this time that I learned even more about the challenges of police work in Greenland, and, equally, the rewards. 

 

Maratse first appeared in my first book The Ice Star – a thriller set in Greenland. He reappeared in the second book: In the Shadow of the Mountain, and was mentioned in the third: The Shaman’s House. But despite Maratse’s quiet, steady character, he demanded, in his own taciturn way, a series of his own – he had stories to tell.

 

To get to know Maratse, I started writing short stories, to discover more about the man, and to give him a solid background to be developed in later books such as Seven Graves, One Winter, Blood Floe, and We Shall Be Monsters. I never intended to write more than a couple of stories, but four stories later and it seems that there is plenty more to tell.

 

The Greenland Crime stories do feature crimes, but they are bolted to the Greenland granite with stories that encapsulate the exciting and seemingly exotic culture of the Greenlandic people, their language, politics, and life in an often inhospitable land. 

 

With every story I write, I bring Greenland that bit closer to home, to me, and, hopefully, to you too.

 

I hope you enjoy reading these stories as much as I enjoy writing them.

 

Chris

July 2018

Denmark
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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

suna? – what?

tuttu – reindeer

ukaleq – Arctic hare


 

 

 

 

 

Katabatic

 

~ A short story of murder and shame in the Arctic ~


 

 

That I must censor

This Grief, it will rage again,

that I swore over the Murderer

Vengeance, which I will not restrain.

 

Author’s translation from

EN SORG

by 

LUDVIG MYLIUS-ERICHSEN (1872-1907)

 

Da maatte jeg betvinge

en Graad, der vilde frembrudt,

da svor jeg over Morderen

en Hævn, jeg ikke har fortrudt.


 

 

 

 

 

1

 

The man was already dead when Constable David Maratse walked into the bar. I know because I watched him die. It was not an eloquent death, more of an afterthought, but it fit the time and place, and the mood. It seemed appropriate somehow. The bar was suitably dingy, the floor beer-tacky beneath the soles of my hiking boots. The walls were stained black with sweat and sorrow, the ceiling a sickly cream from the smoke of thousands of cigarettes each winter, and one more stuck in the gap between the policeman’s teeth. I watched as he waited at the door, a nod to the barman, a glance at the body, and a lingering gaze towards the window banging in the wind, the murderer’s exit. Snow lined the sill already, piling up as the body cooled, the pint glass still wedged in the man’s throat. Maratse closed the door behind him and knelt by the side of the body, puffing at the cigarette between his teeth as he examined the wound, careful not to get blood on his uniform. The dim light cast from the pale lamps in the ceiling suggested he had not always been so careful, his jacket was spotted with all manner of matter – human or animal, it was difficult to say. This man, like all the men in the bar, was a hunter, he just happened to be dressed like a policeman. I placed my palm over my notebook and slid it across the table and into my lap. I needed to make some notes, for the record, for my book. And that’s when he noticed me, Maratse, cigarette between his teeth, a frown on his nut-coloured brow, furrowing beneath the thick dark hair on his head.

“Did you see it?” he asked, his Danish clumsy but clear.

“Yes.”

He grunted as he stood up. I made a note of his gait, slow but sure-footed, as he walked to the bar. I heard him say a name: Aqqalunnguaq, the name of the murderer. I rolled my tongue around my mouth, twisting and shaping it around the name, biting it into pieces – akka and lung and wack. The final letters seemed to get lost beneath my tongue and I realised I had missed something, as Maratse was leaving and the barman said something in east Greenlandic. Three men dragged the dead man out of the bar, as Maratse opened the door and twin beams of white light made the men blink as they stumbled outside, carrying the man between them in a manner that suggested it was not the first time they had carried their friend out of the bar, only this time it was the last.

The light was from the ambulance – a plain white transit with a wooden stretcher jammed between the wheel arches and assorted boxes left over from the last supply ship before the winter. 

I pulled on my jacket, stuffed my notebook inside my pocket and followed the slick of blood across the bruised floorboards and out of the bar. I found Maratse waiting by the door of the ambulance as the driver helped the men secure the stretcher for the short trip to the medical station. The wind funnelled the snow into my collar and cooled my neck. It began to melt as I zipped my jacket, pulled up my hood and tugged my gloves out of my pockets. Maratse, gloveless, bare-headed, watched me, and I walked over to him.

“Journalist?” he said.

“Writer.” 

“Book?”

“Yes.”

“I read,” he said, and lit a new cigarette. The flame from his lighter hesitated in the wind, and he cupped his hands to shield it, illuminating his bushy eyebrows as the flame reflected in the bowl of his palms, and the tip of the cigarette smouldered at the end, the tobacco revealed behind curling teeth as the flame bit into the paper. 

“What kind of books? Crime?” I said and smiled.

“Science Fiction.” Maratse tucked the lighter into his pocket. He nodded at the men as they returned to the bar and the ambulance driver shut the door and climbed in behind the wheel. Maratse began to walk towards his patrol car, a dark blue Toyota, engine rumbling. He stopped at the door and nodded at the passenger seat. “Want a lift?”

“Yes. Where are we going?”

“Hospital.”

“What about the man who did it?”

Maratse lifted his chin and sniffed at the wind. “Where will he go?” He opened the door and got in. I slipped on the ice as I walked around the police car, clapped the snow from my trousers and climbed in beside Maratse. He shifted into first as I shut the door, the wheels pressing the snow into raised diamonds of ice with a squeal of pressure and escaping air. Maratse was quiet as we drove to the building he called a hospital – in Denmark it would have been called a clinic at best. He puffed on the cigarette. I resisted the urge to cough. He stopped the car outside the entrance, shifted into neutral and pulled on the handbrake. The car rolled and he pressed his foot on the brake. Maratse grunted and pulled the handbrake higher until it clicked. He sat for a moment, and I waited for him to turn off the engine. He didn’t. He rolled down the window and tossed the butt of his cigarette into a snowdrift. The fresh air was sharp; the sudden chill tickled my cheeks. The cold had a way of heightening the senses, and the stars pricking the black polar sky needled at my mind and I blurted out a request before I had the chance to think it over.

“Can I come with you?”

Maratse’s breath frosted in the air between the seats as he looked at me. 

“When you go and get him,” I said. 

“Aqqalunnguaq?”

“Yes. The murderer.”

Maratse raised his eyebrows and I grinned in my excitement – I had already learned, noted, and experienced the silent Greenlandic yes. Or so I thought.

“For your book?”

“Yes.”

I waited as he fished another cigarette from the crumpled packet he kept in the top right pocket of his jacket. Prince was the make. The red wrapping and white lettering was unmistakable, and Danish. Maratse tucked the cigarette between the gap in his teeth. The missing tooth must have been pulled some time ago, it fit with what I had read about Greenlanders’ teeth, and the lack of dentists in the Arctic. I watched as he flicked at the stub of the filter with his tongue. It seemed as though he might never answer, and the night air was sinking inside the Toyota.

“Never mind,” I said. “It’s probably too dangerous. I understand.”

“Dangerous?”

“If he defends himself. I might get hurt. I understand.”

Maratse frowned. “Aqqalunnguaq won’t hurt you,” he said.

“But he’s a murderer.”

“He’s not a killer. But he will kill again.”

“Who?”

Maratse paused to light his cigarette. The orange light softened his brow and he said just one word, “Himself.”

Justice, I thought, for the family, and I said so.

The tip of the policeman’s cigarette glowed as he stared at me. He closed the window and curled his left hand around the door handle, applying just enough pressure that I heard it click, but he did not open it. Instead, he filled the cab of the police car with clouds of smoke as he puffed on the cigarette, lips parted, cigarette fixed in position. “You don’t understand,” he said, and got out.

“Wait.” I fumbled with my door and stepped out of the car. We shut our doors at the same moment, the clap of metal softened in the thick flakes of the growing storm. “What don’t I understand?”

Maratse ignored me, extinguished his cigarette with a pinch and stuffed it into the packet. He kicked the snow from his boots at the door to the hospital and walked in. I slipped for the second time on the ice beneath the thick layer of fresh snow, picked myself up, and followed him. The Danish nurse frowned at me as I stumbled after the policeman. She glared at my feet as the snow pooled beneath my boots. Maratse wore a pair of thin plastic socks, blue and surgical, elasticated around the ankle. I found a pair – wet and gritty – in the bucket by the door and tugged them over my boots.

The nurse, grey-haired and tempered, said something about family only, but Maratse shrugged and nodded in my direction. “Special assignment,” he said.

The nurse frowned again before leading the way into a small room with two windows, one in the outside wall lumped with snow, the other in the adjoining wall at desk-height; the light from the office filtered through it. 

“They brought him in just a few minutes ago,” the nurse said, as Maratse leaned over the man’s neck to inspect the glass in his jugular.

“I know,” he said.

I pulled the notebook from my pocket and licked the tip of my pencil – a habit and a reminder to take a beat, to observe and record.

“I haven’t even called the doctor in Tasiilaq,” she said. “Should I?”

“He’s dead,” Maratse said. 

“I know, but protocol.”

Maratse straightened his back and glanced at me and at the notebook in my hand. I stopped writing and waited as he looked at the nurse.

“His name,” he said with a nod to the dead man, “is Frederik Lundblad, Aqqalunnguaq’s brother.”

“His brother?” I said, and made a note.

“Iiji.”

The nurse reached for the clipboard at the end of the hospital bed and started making her own notes.

“Next of kin?”

“Margrethe, his wife.”

“Lundblad?”

“Iiji,” Maratse said. He leaned against the radiator and stuffed his hands into the voluminous pockets in his jacket. His right hand twitched, rippling the blue-black fabric, and I wondered if he wouldn’t rather have another cigarette, the flicker of his eyes towards the top pocket, and the tick in his cheek suggested as much.

“Children?”

“Three.”

The nurse and I paused at the same time, and we both looked at Maratse, a man of few words and a wealth of information. I licked the tip of my pencil and Maratse caught my eye. 

“You want to come?” he said.

“Yes.”

“For a story?” he said and nodded at my notebook.

“Yes.”

I waited as he looked at the dead man, his eyes softened as he studied the wet swathe of blood on the man’s neck, colouring the tattered hem of his t-shirt. I looked too, and, in the harsh white light of the hospital, I saw the details that had been hidden in the gloom of the bar. The man’s face was pitted with what could have been teenage acne, but softened by the wind, the snow, and the sun. Another hunter, the creases, grooves and scabs on his nut-brown hands confirmed it. I looked at his face. The bushy black eyebrows, the sporadic wisp of a moustache. The blood. Thick. Crusting in the warm hospital air. The man’s clothes, tired and ripped, told another story, the next layer, beneath the surface, the truth behind the romantic notion that was subsistence hunting. The bounty of the sea and ice was hard won. Little wonder Frederick and his brother chose to drown reality in cheap liquor. Except it wasn’t cheap. Nothing in Greenland was ever cheap. Not really.

Maratse coughed, and I realised he and the nurse were watching me.

“Let me tell his story,” I said, the words thick on my tongue. I cleared my throat and said, “Maybe I can give a percentage to the family.” The thought slipped out.

“That’s not your job,” Maratse said.

“But the family,” I said. I pointed at Frederik with the end of my pencil. I understood that most hunting families relied on the men, with government support. I also understood that life as a hunter and for a hunting family was tough, I just didn’t appreciate how tough. 

Maratse shook his head. “Aqqalunnguaq,” he said.

“His brother? He murdered him.”

“Iiji,” Maratse said. He pushed off from the radiator and reached for the packet of cigarettes in his pocket. The smell of old tobacco leaked into the room as Maratse stuffed his half-finished cigarette between the gap in his teeth. The nurse protested but he ignored her. He stared at me instead, waiting. It felt like a test, one I needed to pass if I was going to join him.

“Aqqalunnguaq,” I said, and Maratse waited. “It’s his responsibility now. He has to feed the family.”

Maratse tugged at his utility belt and nodded. Just once. He walked past the nurse and me, stopping at the entrance to remove the blue slip-ons. I looked at the nurse as the elastic snapped once for the first, and then again, as he removed the second. 

“You’ll contact the deceased’s family?” the nurse asked.

“Iiji,” he said, and walked out of the hospital.

“I have to go,” I said and slipped out of the room. I glanced at the dead man once more before struggling to remove the covers from my boots. Maratse flashed the lights of the police car once, as he backed away from the hospital and began to turn. I stuffed my notepad and pencil into my pocket and stepped outside. The cold caught in my throat, as the snow brushed its needle edges against the surface of my eyes. I squinted into the snow, searching for Maratse. I turned my head at a squeal of deep rubber tread in the snow, as he stopped the police car beside me. The door opened and I was enveloped in a cloud of smoke, as Maratse leaned across the passenger seat and beckoned me inside.

“Storm’s coming,” he said, as I shut the door and he accelerated away from the hospital. He grinned as I fumbled for my seatbelt. I gave up and we powered along the road in search of a man that was not allowed to take his own life. Arctic justice, I thought. It’s just not that simple.
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Maratse said nothing during the short drive through the settlement. The Toyota’s engine changed pitch in accordance to the grade of the road, and I listened to the alternating whines and growls as the snow flocked on the wipers, and the visibility narrowed to a single fan of glass that Maratse leaned forwards to look through. He stopped the car as a house loomed ahead of us and we got out.

The first breath I took was welcome, despite the snow plastering my hair and my neck. The policeman was a learned student of smoking, and his studies threatened to suffocate my research as I coughed and recycled the air in my lungs. Maratse ignored the sledge dogs as he trudged through the snow to the front door and I followed him, flicking my head to each side at the rattle of a chain, and the feral glint of eyes shining in the Toyota’s headlights. The dogs seemed subdued, and I wondered if it was the weather or the death of their master. When I entered the house, I soon realised it was neither. 

The woman who opened the door was prettier than I had anticipated. Maratse greeted her with a nod. He cupped his hand beneath her elbow, steadying her as he removed the can of beer from her hand. He kicked off his boots and guided the woman inside the house. They reached the sofa before I had finished untying my laces. She began to howl as I shut the door.

I understood nothing of what Maratse said, and even less of what she sobbed, but the faces of the children at her feet, behind the sofa, and peering around the door of the kitchen impressed me with their curiosity and calm. I watched them as Maratse talked. The oldest, a grubby boy with a light patch of skin scolded on his cheek, walked around the sofa and into the hall. Maratse flicked his eyes in the boy’s direction, soothing the woman with the guttural q’s, g’s, and k’s of the east Greenlandic dialect, all the while watching the boy as he dressed. A girl, perhaps three years younger than the boy, whispered past me and helped her brother buckle the huge belt – his father’s, maybe – around the waist of the thin overalls. Maratse padded across the floor, away from the mother, and placed his hand on the boy’s shoulder.

“Eeqqi,” he said with a shake of his head.

The boy paused and then fiddled with the belt until Maratse pulled him into an awkward embrace, restraining the boy as he wriggled and kicked. The boy’s sister retreated and his mother wailed at him, begging him to stop, I presumed. 

I wondered at the boy’s courage. He barely reached Maratse’s elbow, and yet he was prepared to go and find his father’s killer, to serve justice on his own uncle, and then I realised where we were, observed more closely the worn photographs peeling off the walls and the pervasive odour of dog, flesh, and fish. This was the house of a hunter. We were inside the killer’s house. 

The hairs on my skin stiffened and I caught myself looking around the threadbare furniture towards the narrow stairs leading up a dark staircase to the first floor. I held my breath, only to gasp as Maratse released the boy into the living room and into his mother’s arms. The boy straddled his mother, worming his arms between the cushions and her back, the cuffs of the oversized overalls rucking up around his arms. She flinched as the boy dug his knees into her ribs and sobbed into her shoulder. Strands of her long black hair, wet from her tears, wet from his, stuck to her cheeks, caught in his hair, pinched between his grubby fingers and the sofa. Maratse walked into the room and the girl followed. She stopped at her mother’s knees and stroked her brother’s back. Her siblings clustered around the sofa, touching it with tentative fingers. It seemed to me that the sofa connected them, grounded them, as Maratse talked to the mother. 

She didn’t blink for the minute or so that he talked. The breaks between his sentences suggested that he was explaining what was going to happen. I imagined him soothing her, telling her the steps he was going to take to take her husband into custody. It made sense to me. Maratse’s tone betrayed a level of compassion that was perhaps typical of a local-born constable, someone she could trust to make the best of a really bad situation. His posture mirrored his words, relaxed, deliberate, soft, but when she blinked and spoke, he stiffened, as if he was caught off guard, and the situation was now wholly different, urgent even.

I stepped to one side, stopping as the woman flicked her eyes at me and then back to Maratse. He, in turn, glanced at her son, and his eyes betrayed a spark of comprehension. No longer did he wonder at the boy’s actions, his choice of clothes, and his urgency. To Maratse at least, it all made sense. Only I was left wondering as the woman finished speaking, smoothed her hair from her cheek with thin fingers, and clutched her son. She stared at the policeman, waited for him to respond. 

Maratse took a step back leaving the sweaty shadow of his stocking feet in front of him, as he sat down on a chair beside a bruised table at the window. He caught my eye and then looked out at the snow pillowing on the sill, the wind blowing it into a soft wave that was getting deeper by the minute. Maratse looked at his watch. He smoothed his fingers around the case, tapped the screen with a nail. He reached for the cigarette packet in his pocket, but stopped and scratched at his cheek instead. I pulled my notebook and pen from my pocket and sat down on the chair opposite his. The table creaked as I rested my elbows on the stained surface.

Maratse jerked his chin at my notebook and said, “What’s it about?”

“I don’t know yet,” I said. I lowered my voice to a whisper, conscious of the woman staring at us. The sofa sighed as the children clambered onto it, closer to their mother. “What’s going on? Where’s the man?”

“Aqqalunnguaq?”

“Yes.”

Maratse rested his arm on the table and folded his hand over his watch. “I was wrong,” he said.

“In what way?”

“I said he would stay in town.”

“But he didn’t.”

“Eeqqi,” he said and looked out of the window. Maratse wiped his hand across his face and tapped his chin with his thumb. He looked at me, reached forwards, and tapped his finger on the open page of my notebook. “Write this,” he said.

“What?”

“I accept all responsibility for my actions…”

I wrote, slowing as I spelled the word responsibility.

“Sign and date it.”

I did.

“Print your name. Write your address and CPR number too.”

I tore the page out of the notebook when I was finished. Maratse took it from my fingers and walked across the room to the opposite wall, the one with the faded photographs with curled edges. He slipped the page behind a portrait of the hunter, and then spoke with the woman. She nodded several times, tapped the boy on the shoulder and whispered in his ear. The boy crawled off his mother’s body, wiped tears from his cheeks and glared at me. He walked out of the room, past the dark staircase and into what I realised was the utility room, the light he switched on revealed the boiler and all manner of gear and clothing hung from drying racks, heaped on the floor.

“Go with him,” Maratse said.

“Why?”

“You need better clothes.”

I walked into the utility room, squirmed my stocking feet between fish-scaled trousers, sagging wool sweaters, assorted rubber gloves, and sealskin mittens. The boy tugged at my jacket and I unzipped it. He pulled at the cuffs and I let it fall from my body. He pricked me in the stomach and I removed my fleece jacket. He tested the thickness of my thermal top, rubbing the material between his fingers. The boy nodded and tapped my belt. I undid it and pulled off my trousers. The boy handed me a pair of thermal leggings, and I pulled them on, wrinkling my nose as I bent down to pull them up my thighs. The sweater was loose, musty and damp, but I pulled it on, the collar limp around my neck. I watched as the boy squeezed between the boiler and the oil tank. He grasped a pair of braces hooked around a pipe and dragged thick white salopettes into the light. The material bristled and I felt the corners of my mouth lift in a smile as I recognised the fur of the polar bear. The odour from inside the legs of the salopettes was rich with the exertion of winter expeditions, but I didn’t care. This was why I had come, to experience the culture at first hand; the smell was part of the experience. The thermal leggings scuffed against the felt lining and I grabbed the sides of salopettes, the polar bear fibres tickling my skin. It felt electric. I was electrified, and the boy knew it. He sensed my excitement and nodded, plucking at the fur with his fingers.

“Nanok,” he said, and I recognised the word for polar bear. 

“Yes.”

He pointed at a smaller pair of furry salopettes hanging from a coat hanger.

“Yours?”

“Iiji,” he said and grinned. I caught a glimpse of a rotten tooth before he said something else and presented me with thick wool socks, thin gloves with holes in the fingers, and a pair of sealskin gauntlets. I bundled everything under my arm and reached for my jacket, but the boy shook his head and handed me a thick cotton smock, it was stained with fish blood, decorated with flakes and scales. I tucked it under my other arm as the boy tried and failed to pull the braces over my shoulders. I dumped the clothes on top of the oil tank and tightened the braces as Maratse leaned against the door frame, his finger curled through the loop at the collar of his boots.

“Warm?” he said.

“Very.”

“Good.”

I reached for the smock and pulled it over my thermal top. “Will we be taking a sledge?”

Maratse shook his head. “No ice. We’ll take a boat.”

“Now?” I said and looked out of the window in the back door. It was black outside. The wind swirled snow down the street as far as I could see, and I began to imagine the ice in the bay, and the bergs in the fjord.

“Aqqalunnguaq left two hours ago. We can’t wait.”

“But we can’t drive a boat in this.”

“He can. We must.”

“But the wind...” I said. I caught the tremor of excitement in my voice, tempered it with a cough. “I’ve seen the hunting boats. The bow will be flipped in the wind.”

“That’s why you’re coming with me.”

“As what? Ballast?”

“Iiji.”

I waited for Maratse to smile, for a glimpse of humour, recognition of the absurdity of the situation, but he didn’t. His face was flat, his muscles still, only his eyes were active as they flickered from my face to the window and back again. 

The boy pressed a pair of heavy rubber boots against my stomach. I looked down and gripped them. Then he handed me a heavy and hooded sealskin smock, cut with thick triangles at the front and back to protect the groin and kidneys. He said something to Maratse and the policeman nodded as the boy brushed past him to join his family on the sofa.

“What did he say?”

“It’s not important.”

“I want to know,” I said.

“Eeqqi,” Maratse said and shook his head. “You don’t.”

Maratse tugged on his boots, stepped over the gear on the floor, and opened the back door. The snow swirled around his feet as he stuck a cigarette into the gap between his teeth. 

The door banged in the wind and Maratse held it as I pulled on the boots, grabbed my fleece hat from the pocket of my useless jacket and joined him at the door.

“Ready?”

“No,” I said, and followed him around the house to the patrol car.

Maratse smoked as we drove down to the harbour area. I tried to think, but couldn’t focus for fear of suffocating from the smoke of Maratse’s cigarettes and the heat of the polar bear salopettes. It was only when we parked that I realised I had left my notebook on the table in Aqqalunnguaq’s house, together with my death note.
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There was a reluctant sense of urgency about Constable David Maratse as he changed his clothes at the back of the police car. I sat in the front, warm despite the shrill wind blasting cold air from the open rear door, cursing myself for the lack of a notebook, and yet surprisingly optimistic that I might survive the pursuit of the killer, Aqqalunnguaq. Despite what I had said to Maratse, the man was still a murderer in my mind; I had seen him commit the act. My optimism failed me as cars drifted down the hill to the harbour and the local hunters smoked and watched as Maratse took what he needed from the police car and slammed the rear door closed.

The watchers made no offer of assistance, protesting perhaps the effort required to catch the killer. But they were not silent, and even I, with no grasp of the language, understood the knowing nods, glares and gesticulations that punctuated the comments and jibes thrust in Maratse’s direction. Not a few were aimed at me, but most were levelled at the policeman. Maratse ignored them and carried his gear in a holdall down to a row of fibreglass boats tied with frayed lines through rusted bolts cemented into holes bored in the rock. I got out of the car, shut the door, and walked across the snow to join him. The hunters followed.

I stood next to Maratse as he untied a line from the loop of metal in the rock and traced it back to a blood-stained boat, coiling the rope in his bare hands as he walked. I followed and waited at the stern. He threw the coil into the boat and reached inside his jacket pocket for a cigarette. Maratse still wore the police jacket, but he had changed his uniform trousers for salopettes like the ones I wore. He wore boots identical to mine but I noticed fur poking out of the top and I guessed he had a layer of reindeer, or maybe even dog fur, inside them. My toes felt pinched by the cold as I realised I had yet to put on the socks the boy had given me. I sat down to put them on as the hunters arrived. Maratse lit his cigarette and waited for them.

I recognised one of the men from the bar. He stared at me and then started to speak in Danish.

“He’ll die,” he said. “Why you taking him with you?”

Maratse stuffed his hands inside his jacket pocket and puffed on his cigarette. He paused to say, “You could always come, instead of him.”

“Ha,” the man said. I watched him shake his head. “I have a family,” he said.

“So does Aqqalunnguaq.”

The man shrugged and walked across the snow to stand next to the other hunters. Maratse looked at me and I hurried to pull on the last sock and my boots.

“Ready?” he said. Maratse pulled on a wool hat and fiddled with the strap of a headlamp until it sat snug above the rim of the hat

“Yes.”

“Put on your gloves. Put your hand under the gunwale.”

“What about this?” I said and reached for a metal handle screwed into the hull.”

“Broken,” Maratse said. “Pull.”

I lifted the stern of the boat as Maratse pushed the bow. We slid the hull across the snow towards the ice foot, the shifting boundary between the sea and the land. The tide was out and we bumped the boat over the edge of the land and down onto the crust of ice skirting the coastline. The hunters followed, stopping at the edge above us for a better view. We were beyond the headlights of the cars and I felt dizzy when I looked at the black water and the black sky above it. The moon was hidden in the clouds and the snow on the ground could reflect little more than a grey pallor that did nothing to ease my concern. Maratse seemed unconcerned and I wondered if his previous reluctance had been tempered with a need to get away from the spectators. He reached inside the boat and slung an M1 rifle around his chest. He grunted for me to move out of the way before lifting the bow of the boat and sliding it off the ice and into the water. One of the hunters slid down from the rocks and onto the ice. He gestured for Maratse to throw him the painter attached to a cleat at the bow of the boat. He held onto it as Maratse climbed over the side and worked his way to the outboard motor at the rear. I waited on the ice, acutely aware of the fact that I could count the number of times I had been in a boat this small on one hand. As for how many times I had been in a small boat, at night, in the middle of a snowstorm in Greenland? This was my first. Maratse lifted the rear of the outboard and then dropped the shaft down into the water. He looked at me and paused for a second.

“Last chance,” he said.
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