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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.


 

 

 

 

 

Author’s Note

 

I met Constable David Maratse in a bar in Greenland. 

 

This is his story, as much as it is mine.
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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.
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