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Introduction

 

Warrior is a bit of an in-betweener, a shorter story to scratch a literary itch, and to tell another Maratse story while I work on the next in the Greenland Crime series. Warrior could have worked well in the series of novellas featuring Constable David Maratse as the story takes us back, and forward, in time as the plot unfolds. But I also wanted to explore what happens when Maratse follows Petra to Nuuk. I’m not sure I succeeded there, as most of the action – predictably, takes place far north of the city in the remoter, wilder parts of Greenland where Maratse belongs.

 

Warrior also explores some difficult themes, and emotions inspired by actual events. The opinions voiced by some of the characters in the story are fictional, and should in no way be seen as representative of what the real people of Greenland think. This is fiction, pure and simple. I made it all up. But if it makes you curious about the real stories that inspired it, to read up on it and form your own opinions, then I have done my job.

 

That said, the story is inspired by a tall tale a hunter once told me. At the time of the telling, I saw no reason not to believe him.

 

Chris

August 2021
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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


 

 

 

 

Warrior


 

 

 

 

Illorsuit, Greenland

 

1985


 

 

 

 

 

1

 

Exiled Frenchman Gabin Bouchard shared a smoke with the wrinkled Greenlander in the stern of the oily fibreglass dingy, pinching his cigarette between his lips and stuffing his hands into the pockets of his thin jeans. The wind, sharper than he expected, cut through the weave of Gabin’s wool sweater and flicked at the fringe of his long hair – jet black, like the Greenlander’s. The Greenlandic fisherman – Gabin didn’t catch his name – twisted the dingy between the icebergs in Uummannaq fjord, brilliant white behemoths rising out of deep blue waters. Briny smells drifted off the ancient ice, prickling the hairs inside Gabin’s generous nose with a blend of fish, seaweed, and the indefinable smell of salt twisting into the smoke of their cigarettes.

“Illorsuit,” the fisherman said, raising his bushy black eyebrows as he nodded at the mountainous island with a steep face leading down to a wide bowl of tough grass and rock sloping into the sea. Small square houses painted in faded reds, greens, yellows, and blues dotted about the grass, connected with dusty paths between tall strands of thick Arctic sedge. 

The fisherman cut the outboard motor and tilted it out of the water, letting the dinghy drift toward the beach. The small boat dipped to starboard as the fisherman lay back against the gunwales, finishing his smoke and flicking the butt into the sea as the bow bumped against the brash ice blistering and bubbling in front of the beach.

Gabin finished his cigarette seconds before the bow crunched onto the sand. The fisherman stood up and clambered over the thwart seat, clamped in the centre of the dinghy and leaped over the bow. He waved to a lanky boy ringed by smaller children with bright faces burned a deep nut-brown by the endless summer sun. The boy wriggled free of the children and grabbed the bow of the fisherman’s boat. Then he waited with the fisherman for Gabin to join them on the beach before they dragged the dinghy onto land.

“Illorsuit,” the boy said.

“Yes,” Gabin said.

The boy thrust his hand forward and took Gabin’s in a firm but brief grip. “Kuua,” he said.

“Gabin Bouchard.”

The boy said something else in Greenlandic. Then pointed at his chest, at the cluster of houses in the settlement behind him, then at the whole fjord with a sweep of his thin arm. “Kuua Sanimuinnaq,” he said again. “From Greenland.”

Gabin laughed. “Well, Kuua from Greenland. I am Gabin from…” He paused, licking salt from his top lip as he considered where he was from. His passport said Switzerland, but something about Kuua, the ice bobbing and bumping against the stern of the boat, and the thin breeze, slightly warmer now that he was on land, teased a new identity into Gabin’s mind. He smiled at the thought, and said, “From Canada.”

“Canada?”

“Yes,” Gabin said. And then, “Oui.” Just for effect. “French Canadian. From Quebec.”

Another Greenlander with broad shoulders, a square jaw and short prickly hair strolled down to the beach. He tousled the boy’s thick black hair, and then reached into the boat to grab Gabin’s kitbag. He slung it over one shoulder and then pressed his palm into Gabin’s hand. “Iisaaq,” he said. “From Illorsuit.” He pressed his hand against Kuua’s chest. “Kuua. My son.” He pointed at the children and waved a small girl over to his side, pulling her close as he wrapped his arm around her. “Biibi,” he said.

“Your daughter?”

“Aap. Eight-years-old, and trouble.”

Biibi dipped her head, hiding her eyes behind a long fringe of black hair. The wind teased at the curtain of thin strands covering her face, brushing it to one side to reveal those same wild brown eyes now fixed on Gabin’s face. Biibi turned, pressing her nose into her father’s sweater, searching for his hand, gripping one of his fingers, and stealing glances at Gabin as Iisaaq passed the kitbag to his son.

“It’s heavy,” Iisaaq said, as Kuua’s knees buckled at the unexpected weight.

“Clay,” Gabin said, adding, “I’m a sculptor.”

Iisaaq raised his eyebrows but said nothing. He peeled Biibi from his waist and sent her on ahead, up the path toward the dusty houses staggered in haphazard rows a stone’s throw from the beach. Kuua struggled after her, legs wobbling as he carried Gabin’s kitbag.

“He’s been sick,” Iisaaq said, by way of explanation. “Tuberculosis.” Iisaaq shrugged. “He’s good at school, good at English – like his ataata,” he said, with a flicker of his bushy black brows. “But weak. Not a fisherman. Not a hunter. A doctor, imaqa?”

“Imaqa?”

“Maybe,” Iisaaq said. “You need to learn Greenlandic.”

“Yes,” Gabin said. He waited for Iisaaq to tie the dinghy’s painter through a thick iron ring bolted into a boulder on the beach, then with a wave to the fisherman he followed Iisaaq up the path to the houses.

The walls of the houses that had seemed so bright and colourful from the sea were raw and blistered, sanded by grit on the summer wind. The wooden steps leading up to the small decks in front of the doors of each house were smooth and broad, dusty, with sand stamped into the cracks. Empty plastic water containers, dirty white, hung from the decks with loops of assorted twine and cord, sides bumping in the wind, casting thin shadows on the sparse grass and dirt surrounding the houses. Snowmobiles sat where they were last parked at the end of the winter, rusting quietly, and suffering the needle-sharp teeth of sledge dog puppies as they chewed at the seats. Iisaaq clapped his hands, shooing small gangs of feral puppies back to their mothers lounging in packs of sledge dogs at the end of long chains behind the houses.

Gabin raised his hand as they passed close to one house, shielding his eyes from the sun’s reflected rays as he studied plastic bags of water pinned to the walls close to the front door.

“For the flies,” Iisaaq said, with a nod to the water bags. “They don’t like the reflection.”

“Huh,” Gabin said, lips pursed in thought as he lowered his hand. He followed Iisaaq a little further to a yellow painted house raised off the dusty ground on short stumpy stilts. Biibi hid behind one of them; her eyes followed Gabin to the door. Gabin presented her with a soft smile and was rewarded with a shy crease of Biibi’s lips before she ducked further beneath the house, scrabbling noisily over planks of scrap lumber and fishing nets draped over the sides of plastic barrels.

“Come inside,” Iisaaq said, as he opened the front door. Then, leaning over the railing of the deck, Iisaaq shouted in Greenlandic, waving at his son before pointing at a smaller red house closer to the beach.

“My brother’s house,” Iisaaq said as Kuua carried Gabin’s kitbag to the door. “You can stay there.”

“And your brother?”

“Dead.” Iisaaq shook his head, stalling any further questions Gabin might have. “You can use his house. But first you must meet Naqiit.” Iisaaq kicked the sand from his boots, then opened the door to his house. He gestured for Gabin to go on ahead of him, tapping his shoulder and pointing to the scattering of shoes of all sizes just inside the door. Gabin removed his boots and padded into the kitchen.

Naqiit was taller than her husband, as slim as her daughter, with those same wild eyes, temporarily tamed or constrained by the kitchen walls, but with a spark of light suggesting she was eager to soar. She brushed her long black hair to one side, clapped flour from her hands and then greeted Gabin with a brief shake of his hand. She said something to Iisaaq before setting a pan of water to boil on the hob.

“Naqiit doesn’t speak English,” Iisaaq said. He gestured at the square table in the middle of the kitchen and they sat down. Naqiit leaned against the counter, picking at soft clumps of flour that had escaped her dough. She looked at Gabin, spoke, and then stared at her husband as he answered. “I told her you are a fisherman, that you arrived in Greenland on a trawler.”

“It was a container ship,” Gabin said.

Iisaaq discarded the detail with a shrug. “But you will learn to fish. I will teach you.”

Naqiit lifted the lid from the pan as the water bubbled. The steam evaporated quickly in the dry Greenland air blowing in from outside. Biibi clumped up the stairs and into the house. She hid behind one of Iisaaq’s fishing jackets hanging in the hall, pulling it across her body like drawing a curtain, hiding her mouth and nose as she looked at Gabin. Naqiit called out to her and Biibi twisted out of the jacket and onto the deck, calling for her brother.

Naqiit placed three mugs of coffee and two glasses of weak orange juice on the table. She sat down next to Iisaaq. Her eyes glittered with tiny squares of light from the kitchen window, capturing Gabin’s attention. He wrestled his gaze from hers as Iisaaq started to speak. Gabin waited for him to switch back to English.

“Naqiit is worried,” he said after a sip of coffee. “But I have told her you are our guest, that you will stay in Sakka’s house for as long as you need to.”

“That’s kind of you,” Gabin said.

Iisaaq laughed. “You say that now, but you will have to work. You will fish with me. It will be a good way to get to know the area and the people.”

“Just a few,” Gabin said. He looked up as Kuua clumped into the house with Biibi close behind him, walking in his shadow, as if he was a shield.

“The people of Illorsuit at least,” Iisaaq said. “You can start with them.”

Biibi darted from her brother’s shadow, thrusting her arms across Naqiit’s lap as she clung to her leg, head below the table, bobbing up and down to peek at Gabin. Kuua slid onto the empty chair and reached for the glass of juice, draining it, and wiping his mouth before looking from Gabin to his father.

“I put the bag in the hall.”

“Thank you,” Gabin said.

“It was heavy.”

“It’s the clay.”

Iisaaq said something to Biibi, nibbling at her ribs with his fingers until she pulled away from her mother. “I told her to get a bucket,” he said. “The air is very dry here. Clay will turn to brick and dust before you know it. Biibi will get you a bucket of water. She’ll keep it full.”

“I can do that,” Gabin said, as Biibi darted out of the kitchen.

Iisaaq reached for his mug, and said, “Biibi will do it.” He finished his coffee and stood up, leaning over the table to kiss Naqiit’s cheek, before tugging a crumpled packet of cigarettes from his pocket. “I need a smoke,” he said, nodding for Gabin to follow him.

Naqiit watched them leave, then spoke to Kuua. Her soft words followed Gabin and Iisaaq into the hall and out of the house as soon as they pulled their shoes on. Iisaaq tapped two cigarettes out of the packet and they smoked as they walked back down to the beach. 

“The blue house on the corner,” he said, pointing with the tip of his cigarette. “Uularikka lives there. She mends clothes. All the women can, but Uularikka is the best. You can pay her in fish.”

Gabin laughed. “I haven’t got any fish.”

“I will teach you to catch more than you need.”

They stopped at the beach. Iisaaq rested against the gunwale of his dinghy, puffing smoke from the cigarette clamped between his lips as he slid his hands into his pockets. Gabin stood beside him, nodding when Iisaaq pointed to Biibi as she filled a bucket with lumps of brash ice from the fjord.

“That’s less than half a bucket, when it melts,” Iisaaq said, as Biibi struggled up the beach, too busy to look at her father or to sneak another peek at Gabin. “She’ll have to go many times.” He called out to his daughter, laughing at her reply.

“What did she say?”

“That she was too busy to talk.”

Gabin watched Biibi drag the bucket along the path and then finished his cigarette.

“You’ve been very generous, Iisaaq,” he said. “But you haven’t asked me any questions.”

“I don’t need to.”

“No?” The pebbles beneath Gabin’s feet crunched as he turned to look at out at the fjord. “Where I come from… Well, let’s just say people would have a lot of questions, and they wouldn’t be so helpful as you.”

“Don’t think about it.”

“But I do.” Gabin caught Iisaaq’s eye. “And I appreciate your help.”

Iisaaq plucked the cigarette from his lips and flicked the butt onto the beach. “I know you do. And I know you’ll do what you can to help me in return.”

“How can you be so sure?”

Iisaaq lifted his chin and looked Gabin in the eye. “Because I know what you did.”
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Gabin carried the bucket of clay and water into Sakka’s bedroom, pressing it into the corner of the room before lying down in the dead Greenlander’s bed. He closed his eyes and chewed over the last words Iisaaq had said before giving Gabin some space.

I know what you did.

Iisaaq obviously knew enough not to press Gabin. But the question of how much he knew. That was the problem. What Iisaaq thought Gabin had done made headline news across the world, even as far as a tiny settlement with less than one hundred inhabitants six hundred kilometres above the Arctic Circle. 

“I should have gone to the jungle,” Gabin whispered.

He sighed, felt the rough weave of the blanket covering Sakka’s bed, and considered what he knew of Iisaaq, if only to determine how he should proceed.

So far, the Greenlander had gone out of his way to collect Gabin from the mainland. The captain of the trawler who picked Gabin up from the container ship in Ilulissat said he would make a call. Iisaaq was the man he called. Gabin was used to influential people having a hold over him, but the tables had turned. Now, in the far north, it was a simple Greenlander, with little influence beyond the settlement in which he lived, who had power over Gabin. The power of life and death.

Yes, he thought. There are some who would see me punished for what I have done.

But not the Greenlander. That thought didn’t materialise. For whatever reason, Gabin’s supposed actions were not seen as criminal in Illorsuit. Far from it, according to Iisaaq’s manner, his generosity, and his hints that Gabin might be here for a long time, perhaps for the rest of his life.

Do I really want to live here for the rest of my life?

Gabin opened his eyes at the sound of feet scuffing across the sandy floorboards. Biibi froze as he looked at her. Water slopped from the dirty plastic bowl she carried in her hands, agitated by small clumps of ice bobbing on the surface. 

“It’s okay,” Gabin said. The bed creaked as he sat up. “I won’t hurt you.”

Biibi shuffled to the corner of the room. Her hair caught in the rough weave of her t-shirt on her shoulders as she twisted her head to look at Gabin. She stopped at the bucket, tipped the water from her container into it, and then fled from the room. Gabin pulled back the thin curtains to watch her scarper home across the packed dirt path. Biibi dumped the container on the ground in front of the house, scattering loose puppies, before scurrying up the steps to the front door. She paused at the railing, looking back at the house, catching Gabin’s eye.

Gabin struggled to remember ever feeling so far from the city, from the modern world and all its conveniences, than in that moment, caught in the crosshairs of an eight-year-old Greenlandic girl, her long black hair streaming in the wind, and her wild eyes fixed on his.

She had her mother’s eyes.

Naqiit stepped out of the shadow of the house. She teased Biibi’s hair into long strands, weaving them into a plait as she stared across the sparsely grassed path to Gabin’s window. Where Biibi’s eyes were wild with the uncertainty of youth, the energy in Naqiit’s eyes was raw, possessing something greater than could be confined by the kitchen or Iisaaq’s patriarchal assertiveness. Gabin’s breath caught in his throat and he swallowed. He let the thin curtain fall across the window and retreated from Naqiit’s look.

“Careful, Gabin,” he said. 

Dust cascaded off the curtain, sparkling in the summer light as it drifted above him. He lay back on the bed, closed his eyes, picturing his journey north in clandestine snapshots taken from the shadows. His escape had included more luck than planning, as people who thought they knew what he had done aided him with knowing looks and heartfelt handshakes. He took the slips of paper they pressed into his palms – a name on one of them, a phone number on another. The network of dockworkers’ pubs and captains’ bars ensured a friendly reception along the coast, as he worked his way on tiny trawlers and rusting crab boats until landing a berth on a blue water container ship. Gabin’s first deep sleep during his escape had been hidden in the bowels of the great ship, lulled to sleep by the penetrating thrum of the engines, and the soporific and slightly nauseous diesel veil seeping into the cabins. It had been dark in the cabin, and he had wrapped the shadows around him. 

The further Gabin travelled from the scene of his crime…

Action, he thought. Not crime. I’m not a criminal.

…the more suspicious the captains became. Word from the south travelled fast, faster still in the nautical world. Gabin worked on his accent, twisting his softer inflections into a more guttural English, more north than south. He rarely spoke, took his meals in silence, leaving one ship in the dead of night to stowaway on another, revealing himself to the captain along with a thick wad of cash in exchange for passage without questions.

The cash got him as far as Greenland and onto a trawler bound for the rich waters of Uummannaq Fjord.

And back into the light.

He was naked in the light.

He heard the chatter of Illorsuit’s residents as they passed his window, voices rising and falling, laughing as they passed his house. The walls of the house creaked in the late afternoon, sighing into the evening as the sun circled around the back of the mountain, never setting, but throwing the settlement into shadow with a crisp twist of wind creeping off the sea. The coarse wind blew dust and sand into the houses, picking at the flakes of paint on the walls until they resisted, floating down like fake sycamore leaves in a land without trees.

Gabin turned on his side at the sound of more scuffles across the wooden floor. In her haste to leave, Biibi had left the door open. Gabin opened his eyes and stared into the big brown eyes of a puppy as it froze, teeth clenched on a corner of the blanket at the end of the bed.

“Go on,” Gabin said, flicking his foot at the puppy. “Get away.”

The puppy let go of the blanket and shrank away from the bed, tail low, head low, eyes fixed on Gabin. Gabin blinked. He took a second look at the puppy – all black, but for two beige spots above its eyes. Even with its eyes closed, the spots would give the impression that it was wide awake, alert, always watching.

“That’s a good trick.”

Gabin sat up and swung his legs over the side of the bed. The puppy scampered out of the house. Gabin rubbed his eyes and followed.

The sun continued to describe its slow arc across the summer polar sky, burning the western edge of the mountain curling around the island settlement of Illorsuit. Gabin turned toward it, pausing to stare at the puppy as it slunk beneath the deck of Iisaaq’s house – all four eyes watching. Gabin closed the door behind him and walked parallel to the beach, picking his way along the hard-packed path, nodding at two elderly Greenlandic men chatting on a nearby bench, then sidestepping out of the way of three children tumbling down the path toward him. Gabin followed the path of least resistance to the beach, slowing as he approached a middle-aged man working on his fibreglass dinghy.

“Kaasi,” the man said as he greeted Gabin. Kaasi’s hand was dry with a firm grip. Together with the look Kaasi gave him, Gabin had the impression the greeting was genuine. “You’re him?” Kaasi said, frowning as he struggled with the unfamiliar English words.

“I’m a friend of Iisaaq’s.”

“Aap.” Kaasi let go of Gabin’s hand, then pointed at the peninsula across the fjord to the west. The sun lit the granite with a red glow. Kaasi said something in Greenlandic, followed by, “You’re him. Man from the south?”

Gabin tensed as he wondered where this was going. He glanced at the knife tucked into Kaasi’s belt, the hammer resting on the upturned hull of his dinghy. Kaasi followed Gabin’s gaze, then caught his eye and laughed.

“Everything is good. No problem.” He took Gabin’s hand and pumped it a second time, more enthusiastically than the first. “No problem. You’re him. A good man. You’re welcome.”

“Thank you,” Gabin said. His brow creased as he let go of Kaasi’s hand. “Do you need any help?”

“Suna?” 

“With your boat.” Gabin pointed, gestured at the hammer. “Can I help you?”

“Sure.”

Kaasi rattled through a description of what he was working on, losing Gabin in a flurry of Greenlandic, pausing to smile, and nudging Gabin’s arm as he pointed and then tapped the hull. Gabin laughed at Kaasi’s enthusiasm, noting the man’s small frame, skin stretched tight over his bones, the subtle bulge of his biceps as the arms of his t-shirt slid up and over them as he worked. Kaasi crouched to lift the gunwale and together they turned the dinghy.

Gabin looked up as Iisaaq wandered down the path to join them on the beach. Iisaaq shook hands with Kaasi, and then lit a cigarette, standing to one side as Kaasi inspected the patch he had applied to the hull.

“Can’t sleep?” Iisaaq said, offering Gabin a cigarette.

Gabin shrugged, and said, “I tried.” He dipped his head at Kaasi. “What have you told people about me?”

“Not much.”

“No?”

Iisaaq’s lips creased into a smile as he said, “I told them you were a hero.”

“A hero?”

“Aap.”

Iisaaq turned away, leaving Gabin deep in thought. The two Greenlanders poked at the fibreglass patch, pressing the tips of rough fingers into the weave at the edges. Gabin left them to it and walked down to the water’s edge. 

A hero.

The thought had never occurred to him, nor did he feel particularly heroic about what he had done. There was a time, perhaps, when he might have considered some of his work heroic, but not recently. The thought played through his mind as he crouched beside a lump of ice stranded on the beach. Beside it, just a little further from the water, was an oval depression like a crater the depth of his thumb. Small pebble-sized lumps of ice spotted with black sand sat in the middle of the depression. Gabin followed a series of what he thought looked like footprints for a few long strides along the beach, putting all thoughts of heroism aside. 

But you can’t forget. Can you, Gabin?

He tried. He focused on the footprints, nodding to himself and exclaiming as soon as he realised the prints were what remained once the sun had melted stranded lumps of ice.
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‘Petersen is a terrific writer,
and his books bring Greenland
compellingly to life in all
its harsh beauty.’
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