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Qasiagssaq, men say, was a great liar. His wife was called Qigdlugsuk. He could never sleep well at night, and being sleepless, he always woke his fellow-villagers when they were to go out hunting in the morning. But he never brought home anything himself.
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Had I known my assignment in another remote Greenlandic settlement would end in blood I would never have taken it. I might also have thought twice if had I known that Constable David Maratse would be there. The last time I saw him was when his father died, and we had not spoken since. But my editor assigns the projects and the assignments pay my bills, so there was little I could do about it but complain that the subject was beyond my expertise.

“Learn,” my editor had said, before gesturing at his assistant through whom I should make my travel arrangements.

The simple fact was that my articles about Maratse and Greenland appealed to readers and advertisers alike. The last few assignments had resulted in an auction of sorts, when two companies made competing bids for the advertising space either side of my article. It was unheard of, and on the strength of that the executive board of The Narwhal, previously a digital only publication, was toying with the idea of a limited run of print editions, testing the water, so to speak. Which is why, after a brief consultation with my editor’s assistant, I was to leave Copenhagen on the next flight to Greenland, changing planes in Kangerlussuaq to fly to Ilulissat, before finding a boat that could take me to Qeqertaq, a settlement deep in Disco Bay, home to one of West Greenland’s most revered seamstresses of Kalaallisuuliorneq, Greenland’s national dress for women. Her name was Laali Aaniki, originally from Tasiilaq on the east coast of Greenland. Tasiilaq is further south than Maratse’s birth village of Ittoqqortoormiit, but Laali and Maratse spoke the same dialect. Something I did not.

The language of east Greenland, or any part of Greenland for that matter, was not the only thing I did not know. National dress was not a topic I could reliably or even unreliably comment on prior to leaving for Greenland. A brief visit to the tourist shop in the airport before my flight to Ilulissat resulted in a tiny book describing how to sew wrist warmers. Decorated with patterns of pearls, the shop assistant assured me that wrist warmers, or Tajarutit, were indeed part of the women’s national dress. They were the very last item to be put on, and the easiest to make.

“These are made from the wool of a musk ox,” she said, presenting me with a pair of wrist warmers that were softer than any material I had ever touched. Like butter, and priced accordingly.

I settled for the book and the understanding that I was starting my research from the bottom up, or at the least the wrists, the simplest part of the outfit. I flicked through the book onboard the Dash 8 en route to Ilulissat, lingering over the photo of the musk oxen as I remembered the feel of the wool on my skin. I consoled myself with the thought that the national dress, much like the musk oxen, was a part of Greenland’s culture, a symbol, and thus connected to the land in the same way the people were connected to the land, Laali Aaniki among them. The little my editor did know was that Laali made her national dress from the ground up, with the majority of materials coming from the sea. Her husband caught the seals, but it was Laali who prepared the skin, curing and stretching it for the sole purpose of sewing the national dress.

“She makes her living from it,” my editor had said. “A good one too. People pay her to make national dresses for their kids’ confirmations. It’s a dying art,” he said. “And you’re going to write about it.”

But not that first day in Greenland. I had to wait for a fishing boat to take me to Qeqertaq the following day. I checked in to Hotel Arctic and learned that there was a craft fair in the sports hall that afternoon. I dumped my luggage in my room and caught the next shuttle bus into town. I saw Maratse just a few minutes after I entered the sports hall.

Constable David Maratse is perhaps the most unassuming man I know, with the sparest of vocabularies to go with it, despite the fact that he speaks at least three languages – two Greenlandic dialects, Danish, and a smattering of English. I’ve rarely seen him without a cigarette stuck firmly in the gap in his teeth, unless he is inside. He never smokes inside, regardless of the weather. But it is his police jacket that impresses me the most as the layers of blood and grime seem to get deeper each time I see him. I wonder how he gets away with it. He has been the subject of a number of my articles now, and each time we meet, I wonder if it is to be the last time, if I haven’t overstayed my welcome, or dug a little too deeply. But he greets me each time with the same slow backwards nod of the head and a rising of his thick eyebrows. We shake hands every time, and this time is no exception.

“Constable,” I said, as he took my hand. “I didn’t expect to see you here.”

“I’m the summer relief,” he said. 

“All summer?”

“Iiji.”

Maratse moved back to the wall to make space for two families corralling their kids between the stalls. I followed him, wondering if he was going to say more, before reminding myself it was unlikely.

“Why are you here?” he said.

“I’m on assignment.”

“Hm.”

“It’s not about you,” I said, conscious that I had yet to write an assignment that wasn’t about Maratse, one way or another. “This time I promise.”

Maratse grunted. He looked at his watch before stuffing his hands into his jacket pockets.

“It’s about Greenland’s national dress. I’m going to Qeqertaq tomorrow to interview Laali Aaniki. Perhaps you know her?” 

I always had the impression that Maratse knew everybody, certainly on the east coast, so I wasn’t surprised when he raised his eyebrows in a Greenlandic yes.

“Do you know her well?”

I was tempted to reach for my notebook, but when Maratse glanced at my hand I refrained.

“A little. She likes to party.”

“What?”

“I arrested her once,” Maratse said. “That’s how we know each other.” He shrugged and checked his watch one more time, followed by an explanation, “I’m waiting for someone. They said they would meet me here.”

“Another policeman?”

“Iiji,” he said. “Another summer relief.”

I knew that summer was a difficult period to cover for Greenland’s police. The summer relief jobs were often filled by police officers from Denmark, as their Greenlandic colleagues went on holiday with their families. Bachelor’s such as Maratse, especially those who spoke more than one of the Greenlandic dialects, worked hard in the summer, often compensating for the summer relief’s lack of language and cultural insight. The twenty-four hours of daylight only compounded the problem when people could and did do the strangest things at all times of the day. Added to that, the population of Greenland practically doubled each summer with the arrival of the cruise ships. Suddenly, my lack of knowledge about the sewing of Greenland’s national dress seemed rather tame compared to Maratse’s workload. He looked at his watch again, and I wondered if I should take a wander around the fair.

Deciphering Maratse’s silence and his facial expression is an art form, and I confess that I have yet to master it. Even our previous encounters, when we have, in turn, saved one another’s life, have not enabled me to build a complete picture of Maratse, and so it was easy to step away and leave him by the door. He surprised me by looking at his watch for a third time. Greenlanders, in my experience, take little or no notice of time, preferring instead to do things when it felt right, or when the weather allowed. While I might be accused of sweeping generalizations, my experience with Maratse and other Greenlanders – hunters especially – often confirmed that they did things at the right time, regardless of what the time was. I puzzled over that as I wandered past the first few stalls, allowing my nose to lead the way, as I followed the scent of seal meat drifting into the hall on a thin wave of smoke from the flat stone grill on the rocks by the open fire doors. I wondered if Maratse could smell it, and I turned to wave and catch his attention, but it was the police officer standing by his side that caught mine, and I suddenly realized why he had been so uncharacteristically occupied with time.
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