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What shall I do with myself,

what thoughts should I fiddle with?

To lose myself in Time and Place?

Each sleepless Day without Peace

and dream in pain each Sleep, I know.

 

Author’s translation from

POLARNAT

by 

LUDVIG MYLIUS-ERICHSEN (1872-1907)

 

Hvor skal jeg gøre af mig selv,

hvad skal min Tanke sysle med?

Hvordan forglemme Tid og Sted?

Hver søvnløs Dag er uden Fred

og drømmepint hver Søvn, jeg véd.
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UPERNAVIK, GREENLAND

Everything melted in the month of May, and, in the sledge dog districts of Greenland, everything stank too. Constable David Maratse smoked outside the airport building in Upernavik, grateful that he was to take custody of Kaakajik Toori far above the melt-water coursing alongside and across the roads in the town below the airport. The name Upernavik, he recalled, meant the springtime place. Maratse preferred the winter. Everything was easier in the winter. He finished his cigarette, looked at his watch, and lit another, rolling it into the gap between his teeth. The mobile phone in his pocket vibrated and he answered the call.

“Iiji?” he said and flicked at the cigarette filter with his tongue.

“Constable David Maratse?”

“Ja,” he said, switching to Danish.

“Hi, it’s Kuno Smidt. I’m the summer relief.”

“You’re early,” Maratse said, and scuffed his boots in the gravel.

“Actually, we’re late.” Smidt paused for a second. “Yeah, okay, I get it.” Maratse smiled as the Danish police constable caught on. Smidt continued and said, “We’re running late. You’ll have to delay the flight.”

“How long?”

“Twenty minutes.”

“Why?”

Maratse listened as Smidt pressed the phone against his chest, he heard the scratch of the policeman’s collar through the microphone. He wondered why Smidt didn’t just tell him that Kaakajik was drunk, and that someone had smuggled a bottle of cheap whisky into the cell last night. It was all over town, and it was the first thing he had heard on arriving at the airport. He ignored the muffled discussion Smidt had with the assistant police officer, about responsibility and negligence, in the background of the police station and walked alongside the airport building, stopping at the chain link fence to wave one of the ground crew over. The bright red Dash 8 aircraft was parked on the apron just outside the airport waiting area.

“We’re going to be late?” the man said as he approached the fence.

“Iiji.”

“Drunk?”

Maratse raised his eyebrows and turned away as Smidt decided to tell him what he already knew. He agreed to talk to the airport office and have them delay the flight for twenty minutes. Maratse guessed it would be more like thirty or forty minutes. He finished the call, pinched his cigarette to extinguish it and stuffed it into the packet. He walked with an unhurried and steady gait to the door. The receptionist was busy with a call when Maratse walked into the office. He wrote his name, his number, and a quick message on a yellow post-it and stuck it on the desk. She smiled as she picked up the note, and he nodded when she queried the forty minutes delay.

When he had been tasked with picking up Kaakajik Toori and escorting him to the detention centre in Kangerlussuaq – the Danes still called it Søndre Strømfjord – Maratse had accepted the assignment with little more than a nod and the thought of hotel accommodation, and the chance to get away from Ittoqqortoormiit. He was one of only two Greenlandic policeman that spoke the east Greenland dialect, and his partner was visiting his relations in Denmark. Kaakajik wasn’t a bad man, he just had a wicked tongue and a passion for fighting. Frustrated, was Maratse’s professional opinion. There wasn’t enough work on the east coast, and even less if you couldn’t speak Danish or even west Greenlandic. Besides, Maratse realised that Kaakajik was a better passenger when drunk than sober – the right amount of hard spirits slowed him down. If someone hadn’t slipped Kaakajik a bottle of whisky, he might have been tempted to do so himself.

Maratse found a seat and watched as the Danish and European travellers groaned and protested at the delay, while the Greenlanders continued chatting. The Danes that didn’t react, Maratse pegged as those who had lived and worked in Greenland for at least a year. It didn’t take long to adjust to the rhythm of waiting.

The woman from the airport office tapped Maratse on the shoulder. “I’m going into town. Do you need anything?”

“Fruit,” he said, “some vegetables.” Maratse stood up. “I’ll come with you.” He followed her out of the airport and they climbed into the airport authority’s yellow and red-striped pickup. The woman talked a lot as they drove, and Maratse thought he should perhaps know her. 

“Your father’s mother is my stepfather’s mother’s sister,” she said, and laughed. “You see the connection?”

Maratse shook his head. The woman continued talking, mentioning something about needing more coffee for the office, but Maratse ignored her, and watched a group of twenty children and teenagers playing football around the stack of containers beside the docks. He missed football,  envied his colleagues that found the time to play, and the time they took off work to compete in the Greenland Championships. But for the two east Greenlandic speakers, time off was a luxury. Maratse grunted and turned away from the football match, saying nothing more until they pulled up in front of the store.

Maratse’s mobile vibrated as he unbuckled his seatbelt. He answered it and grunted as he recognised the signature telemarketing scam with bad English and a factory atmosphere in the background. He ended the call and undid his belt.

His mobile vibrated once again as he got out of the car. He answered it, and then turned away from the car, waving thanks to the distantly-related woman from the airport and pressing the mobile closer to his ear.

“Who is this?” Maratse said in Danish. The line was distant, the voice faint, and it echoed as if from inside some kind of enclosed space. He asked again in west Greenlandic, and a third time in his own dialect from the east coast.

“Balikka Margrethe,” the voice said, a young woman – perhaps a girl, and from those few words, her name, he understood that she was scared. 

“What is your last name?”

“Neqi.”

“What is the problem?”

“I don’t know where I am,” she said.

“Are you hurt?” Maratse fished a notebook from his pocket and laid it on the bonnet of the pickup. He tugged the pen from the spiral coil at the side of the notebook and wrote the girl’s name on a blank page. He decided she was younger than twenty, older than fourteen.

“Maybe.”

“Maybe?” Maratse frowned. “Explain.”

“I don’t feel good. I feel sick. Everything is moving.”

Maratse scribbled a few more notes, and then paused as she went quiet, listening to the sounds in the background – a humming of motors, some kind of rhythm, the steady kind that continued.

“It’s dark,” Balikka said, and then, “Who are you?”

“Who am I?” Maratse put down his pen and leaned against the pickup. Strange conversations in his line of work were common, but he couldn’t remember anything quite like this, not even with drunks. “Do you know who you called?”

Maratse heard what he thought was the sound of the girl retching. She came back to the phone half a minute later. “The phone rang and I picked it up. It has lights on it. It was the only thing I could see.”

Maratse wrote more notes, and said, “My name is David Maratse. I am a policeman.”

“Help me, David Maratse,” Balikka said, just before the line went dead.

Maratse stared at his mobile, and tried to call the girl, but the number was not registered in the list of calls he had received. He put the mobile on the bonnet and made a few more notes. He was still writing when Smidt pulled up in the Upernavik police Toyota.

“I saw the jacket,” he said as he got out of the car and shook Maratse’s hand. “You’re busy?” Smidt said and pointed at Maratse’s notes.

“Maybe.” Maratse glanced at the backseat of the police car, saw nobody, and then looked in the boot. Kaakajik leaned against the window in the space behind the dog guard. He waved at Maratse. “He’s too drunk to fly,” Maratse said. “Call the airport.”
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