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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


 

 

 

 

 

Introduction

 

The American Artisan is the twenty-third novella to feature Constable David Maratse. I have always enjoyed writing a Maratse novella as I feel as though I get to explore ideas and plots that either don’t fit or don’t work in the novels or other series. A Maratse novella is usually short, between 60 and 80 paperback pages long. But what I think binds them together is a Jack Londonesque – my definition – setting, plot or theme. There is often a chase sequence, be it with boats, dogs and sledges, or maybe on foot. But all the novellas are firmly placed in the harsh, unforgiving outdoors. If that’s your kind of read, then you’re in luck, especially as I have plenty more in the works.

 

This novella was written as a Kickstarter reward, and introduces the character of David ‘Dave’ Bennett. If you like the idea of starring alongside Maratse or other characters from my different series, then be sure to keep an eye on my website for news of upcoming Kickstarter campaigns.

 

The American Artisan is shamelessly linked to Northern Mail, an earlier novella in the same series
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It was a quiet convention. A chill wind pressed upon the thick panes of glass stretching from just above the floor and halfway up the walls of the modern gallery with the wave-formed roof – inspired by the Northern Lights that graced the sky during Nuuk’s darker months. Guests mingled in the foyer of Katuaq, Nuuk’s cultural centre, bumping elbows as they pressed in groups around small tables tucked into the walls of the centre, ringing the auditorium at the heart of the building. The auditorium was the prize, for sure, with keynote speakers bringing the rich history of Greenland’s stamps to life, but it was at the smaller artist’s tables that real treasure might be found.

Dave Bennett bumped through the throng of guests from one artisan’s table to the next like a ball in a pinball machine. He carried a small satchel over one shoulder, tucking it into his six-foot frame and apologising his way through the crowd as he made his way to a small table that had caught his eye. A ring of short but engaged Greenlanders blocked his path, and he took a moment to look at the framed prints on the wall, adjusting his grey-brown hair after a glimpse of it in the glass, before squeezing into the gap recently vacated by an older Greenlandic man. Dave reached the table, glanced at the postcard-sized cachets preserved in sleeves of plastic, before bending over the table to inspect them.

“All genuine,” said the woman sitting at the table. “All original.” She lifted one, turned it over to show the back side, and smiled. “All signed,” she said. 

“So I see.”

Dave looked up to catch the woman’s eye, caught the splinter of light that flashed in her brown eyes as she smiled. The crease of her thin lips revealed a lifetime of smiles ingrained in her dark, wrinkled face. 

“This one,” she said, pressing the cachet into Dave’s hands, “is by an American artist.”

Dave nodded as he took the cachet. He smiled as the woman described the playful scene of polar bears and seals lounging about on the ice floe to which a set of stamps from 1982 had been applied.

“Very popular,” the woman said, continuing with her accented English. “You should buy it before somebody else does.”

“I might,” Dave said, adding, “I did wonder what had become of it.”

He reached inside his jacket for the name tag hanging from his neck, then held it up beside the signature on the cachet. Dave smiled as the woman leaned over the table to read both names – the printed one and the signature scrawled beside it.

“Yep,” Dave said as the woman reached out to tug the name tag for a closer look. He dipped his head as she pulled the tag, then steadied himself with a hand on the table as the woman frowned. 

“You’re the artist?”

“Yes.” Dave straightened his back as the woman let go of his name tag. He placed the cachet on the table and reached out to shake the woman’s hand. “David Bennett,” he said. “Please call me, Dave.”

“Qilaatti Upperneq,” she said. 

The woman gripped Dave’s hands, grinning as she held his gaze.

“And what do I call you?” Dave asked.

“Qilaatti Upperneq.”

“Okay, Qila…”

“…tti,” she said. 

Another guest, an old man with a shock of thick grey hair, squeezed through a gap between tables as Qilaatti let go of Dave’s hands. He swapped a few words with Qilaatti in Greenlandic, then turned to look at Dave as Qilaatti pointed at him. The man continued in Greenlandic, pausing every sixth or seventh word for Qilaatti to translate, ignoring her sighs and soft slaps on his arm when she told him to slow down.

“He wants your signature,” Qilaatti said.

“My signature?”

“Autograph,” the man said. He patted his jacket pockets, searching for a slip of paper. Qilaatti pressed a blank postcard into his hand, holding onto the corner when he tried to tug it free.

“One hundred kroner,” she said.

Dave watched the man pull out his wallet, then waved the money away. “That’s not necessary,” he said. Qilaatti took the money, gave Dave her pen, then set about tidying the cachets from her stall into a soft leather wallet as Dave signed the postcard. She tucked the wallet into a sealskin satchel, nodded at the man as Dave made a quick sketch beside his autograph, and then plucked another hundred kroner from the man’s wallet. When Dave protested, she took his arm, whisking him away from the table the second Dave gave the man the postcard.

“I’m buying you a coffee,” she said, leading Dave through the crowd. “This is Greenland. Coffee is expensive.” Then, as she took his hand, she said, “Come with me.”

Qilaatti was even shorter when she stood than when she sat on the stool at her table. She chattered to Dave as she guided him through the convention’s guests to the café at the far end of Katuaq. They found a table. Qilaatti pressed her satchel into Dave’s hands and left him to make camp as she called it, before twisting her way around the café guests to order at the counter. Dave caught his breath, sat down, and made camp.

The warm air inside the centre blistered with snippets of conversation – German here, English there, some Danish, a lot of Greenlandic, and the occasional burst of Chinese. Dave hung his jacket on the back of his chair, then stood up to greet Qilaatti as she returned to the table with two large hot chocolates overflowing with whipped cream, sprinkled with dark chocolate.

“We can have a coffee once we have finished these,” she said. “We have much to talk about.”

“Of course,” Dave said. He reached for the spoon resting on the saucer, patted his belly and promised himself that one was fine and that it was lunchtime after all.

“So,” Qilaatti said. “You are the American artisan.”

“I’m the what?”

“The artist,” she said, with a nod at her satchel. “I have collected lots of your work. People like the carica…” She paused to suck her teeth, as if resetting her mouth before trying again. “Caricatures of the animals.”

“Yes,” Dave said. “They’re fun to draw.”

“Even more fun to sell,” Qilaatti said. She looked over her shoulder, noticed the man who bought Dave’s autograph at a table close to the café, and then muttered something about following up on a sale. “I’m not a collector,” she said as her brow wrinkled. “I’m a businesswoman. I’m in it for the money.”

“You’re in the stamp business,” Dave said, nodding.

“Aap.” Qilaatti pointed at her satchel hanging over the back of the chair between them. “On a good day I can sell for a few thousand kroners. But,” she said, shrugging her shoulders. “On the same day I will use a few thousand kroners – maybe a little more – buying more cachets, more stamps, extra sleeves…” Qilaatti shook her head, stopping herself before the list continued. “I sell everything I buy, but today,” she said as she dipped her spoon into the whipped cream melting into her chocolate. “Today is the first day I have made a profit.”

“And you just spent it on me,” Dave said. He reached into his jacket, searching for his wallet. “Here,” he said, pulling out a two hundred kroner note. “Let me pay.”

“Naamik,” Qilaatti said. “Put your money away. This is my treat.”

Qilaatti steered the conversation, putting Dave at ease as she quizzed him about his journey to Greenland, his love of stamps, his art, his work, and his family, including his lovely wife, Jill, and their three fabulous nieces.

“But this is your first time in Nuuk?” she asked.

“First time in Greenland,” he said.

Qilaatti’s thin lips spread in a wide smile. She brushed a wayward length of black hair from her fringe – jet black despite her age – and then opened her mouth to speak. She stopped short of asking more questions; the words clinging to her lips as her eyes glimpsed something behind Dave. He turned, caught the eye of a thin Greenlandic man about half his age, and then froze as the man stared at him and sneered.

“Look at me,” Qilaatti said, reaching for Dave’s hand. She patted his wrist. “Mr Bennett?”

“Yes?” Dave said, pulling away from the man’s stare. “Who’s that?”

“Trouble,” Qilaatti said. “Don’t look at him. Don’t speak to him.”

“Why?”

Qilaatti shook her head. “Best you don’t know.”

She took over the conversation as Dave fell silent. Something about the man’s stare, his brown, almost black eyes, and the white scar on his chin left him with a queasy feeling in his stomach that had nothing to do with the rich cream and sugary chocolate. The man had a penetrating stare that Dave struggled to think he could ever forget. It was his first and only xenophobic experience since arriving in Greenland. And yet, it was more unsettling than that; the man’s hostility was tempered with something worse. There were flecks of interest in the man’s eyes that seemed to spark as he stared at Dave, almost as if a solution to a problem had suddenly presented itself.

“Mr Bennett,” Qilaatti said, pulling Dave back into the conversation with another pat of his wrist.

“Yes,” he said. “I’m sorry.” He smiled and said, “What were we talking about?”

“Your work,” she said. Qilaatti’s eyes shone as she added, “And more of those doodles.”

“Doodles?”

Qilaatti reached for her satchel, opened the front flap, and pulled out a stack of black postcards. “Doodles and your name,” she said, sliding the postcards across the table. “Five will get you lunch. If you make ten, we can go out for dinner. Tonight,” she said. “I will pick you up at your hotel.” Qilaatti grinned. “What?” She said. “Do you have better plans?”

Dave recovered, fixed his glasses, and said, “I have no plans.”

“Good. Then we will have dinner, and I will be your guide around Nuuk.”

“I’d like that,” Dave said. He looked up as Qilaatti glanced around him, but resisted the temptation to turn. He guessed the man was still watching him, and that Qilaatti – his newfound guide – had taken him under her wing and not just for profit, but for protection.

“Get scribbling,” she said, placing a pen on the stack of postcards. “I’ll find some customers.”

Dave watched Qilaatti work her magic with the guests, pointing in his direction, drawing nods, smiles, and waves as he worked. Dave resisted the urge to pinch himself but couldn’t help smiling as he wondered what Jill would say when he told of his new rock star status.

“Just imagine,” he whispered, adding a wing of feathers to the goose he drew on the first postcard. “My first trip to Greenland…”

The thought burred inside Dave’s head as he worked through the postcards. He tapped them into a neat stack, chiding himself for exploiting guests, until he remembered the pleasure on the man’s face when he bought Dave’s first autograph. Dave recognised the enthusiasm – one collector to another – and found some solace in the thought that the man might sell Dave’s postcard, and it wasn’t exploitation as such, but the beginning of a chain from one collector to another.
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