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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

 

I haven’t written a true Maratse novella in what feels like a very long time. It’s a bit like coming home. I relax when writing a Maratse novella, and the more relaxed I am, the more I experiment with an idea, or a theme.

 

The themes and imagery in Of Dogs and Men, are not necessarily new, and will feel like coming home for those readers familiar with my stories. However, I wanted to try something different with this one. Specifically, I wanted to try to write a Maratse story, where Maratse is the main character, but present only in glimpses. I think I have achieved that, but you, dear reader, will be the judge. I used the narrator, Thomas Bay, but as in all my stories with Thomas, I think I may as well admit Thomas is me, and I get to spend some time with Maratse for a change.

 

So, as usual, enough waffling. I encourage you to dive into this Maratse novella and see if I have achieved what I set out to do.

 

I hope you have fun. I certainly did.

 

Chris

July 2022

Denmark
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1

 

There’s something special about the repetitive drone of the propeller engines on the de Havilland Dash-7. I’ve tried to describe it more than once, failed often, only to settle on the image of someone with a heavy metal hand crank. I imagine a cog of some sort – as big as a trashcan lid, with thick teeth, something stubborn. The person cranking this monster meets plenty of resistance all the way around as they turn the handle, apart from an inch or so from the top when it suddenly eases up, resulting in a short, resistance free second or two, before the long grind down, down, around, and up again. It’s the best I can do – a long, continuous grind, punctuated with a brief, almost carefree spurt. So, when that familiar cycle is broken, and the sound is more laboured, I tend to look up. Windows first, passengers second. Clouds are one thing, but fog is a whole other animal. If I can’t see anything out of the windows, I look at the passengers. I ignore the tourists and zoom in on the Greenlanders. If they are looking out of the windows, then I can be sure that the next voice I hear above the tourists’ chatter is the captain’s, followed by the message confirming we would land soon in an unscheduled but unavoidable stop. So when the wheels of the Dash-7 clunked into place for an impromptu landing at Kulusuk Airport on Greenland’s east coast, and not the capital of Nuuk, on the west, I swapped what I hoped was a knowing glance with the Greenlander on my right, slipped my laptop into my carry-on bag, and tightened my seatbelt for landing. I had hoped the short flight from Iceland would have avoided the worst of the weather, but I had forgotten the east coast rules of travel in Greenland. The east coast wins – every time.

The passenger on my left cursed as the pilot told the cabin crew to prepare for landing. He sighed, and said, “I’ve been trying to get to Greenland for a few years now. I really thought today was going to be the day.”

“We’re landing in Kulusuk,” I said. “It’s Greenland.”

“Yes, but I’m supposed to meet a cruise ship in Nuuk.” He checked his watch and said, “It sails this evening.”

“Ah,” I said. “That could be tricky.”

The man took a long breath, then stuck out his hand. “Graham Williams,” he said.

“Thomas Bay,” I said.

“Are you a journalist?” he asked, after we had shaken hands. “I saw your laptop.”

“Yes,” I said.

“You’ve been to Greenland before?”

“Several times, actually. It’s sort of my beat. I write articles and stories for a magazine.”

“A big magazine?”

I shook my head and said, “More niche than mainstream.” 

“And what do you write about?”

“Oh, this and that,” I said. “When it comes to Greenland, it’s not difficult to find a story, or be inspired by the people, the land…”

“The weather,” Graham said.

“Yes.” I nodded. “The weather.”

“Is this going to get worse?” he said, as a patch of turbulence buffeted the aircraft.

“Probably,” I said. “It usually does.”

“And how does it usually work with delays?”

“We’ll be put up in a hotel – which is actually more of a hostel. At the last minute, of course. If they can fly later – if the pilots still have hours left to fly – they will. Alternatively, if they check you into a room shortly after landing, you know it’s a lost cause.”

“I see,” Graham said. “So, if I get a hotel room within the hour…”

“You can forget about meeting your cruise ship,” I said, following up with a flat smile and, “Sorry,” when I saw the grim look on Graham’s face. “Looking on the bright side,” I said, with a nod at the one or two empty seats in the otherwise packed cabin, “you won’t be alone.”

It wasn’t much consolation, and a quick look out of the window, as the snow pillowed in thick clouds around the aircraft on landing, revealed we were going to be in Kulusuk for the night.

Maybe two nights.

 

The hotel in Kulusuk is a small one. It is comfortable, but rather basic. I have heard of Danes buying hot dog sausages and boiling them in the kettles in their rooms once they had exhausted the limited fare of the restaurant. But the bar was comfortable, and even more so after a few drinks, especially if the company was paying.

I tucked myself into a corner away from the door. Long experience had taught me that sitting close to a door in a Greenland hotel in winter was the same as sitting outside. The no smoking rule ensured a continuous stream of traffic in and out of the door. I had learned my lesson the very first time I sat in the comfy seats in Kangerlussuaq Airport, right next to the door the smokers used to step outside to satisfy a nicotine craving. I congratulated myself on finding such a comfortable seat as I sat down, only to discover why it was empty at the first blast of minus forty-degree air that enveloped me as the door opened.

It was the same in Kulusuk.

A content tourist making the most out of a difficult situation settled in the comfy chair by the door with a stiff drink in one hand and a book in the other.

They lasted four minutes.

I counted.

And then they moved on, looking for another seat, by which time all the good ones were taken. Sometimes it paid to be schooled in the wicked ways of Greenland. The lessons came at a cost but were never forgotten.

I turned back to my laptop and opened the article I had been working on. I warmed my hands around a mug of black coffee with a nip of whisky to take the edge off the storm as I scrolled through what I had written. Snow scraped the window like grit, and I felt the creep of long frozen fingers pressing through the glass. I had forgotten rule two about sitting in hotel bars and passenger waiting areas – avoid windows. Yes, the view is pretty – starkly beautiful – but even the most well-intentioned double glazing fails to push back an insistent Greenland storm. 

The storm was building, with dark grey clouds turning the early spring light into a black winter’s night, reminding me of the dark months of December, not March. The month of March in Kulusuk, close to the town of Tasiilaq, on Greenland’s east coast, was normally bright, with thick sea ice and panoramic vistas that put Switzerland to shame. But I confess, I would happily have swapped the brutal winds of a Greenland storm with a sweltering Swiss chalet in a heartbeat.

Until, that is, a tall police officer entered the hotel, clumping thick snow from his boots, and dusting it from his shoulders, before moving swiftly to the radiator next to the bar. The icicles in his beard glistened as they melted in the heat, and the hotel guests turned as one to watch the man as he gripped the radiator with both hands.

The thirty-something Danish woman working the bar, waved at the police officer, brushed a strand of blonde hair to one side of her round face, and then added fresh grounds to the filter for a new pot of coffee. She said something in Greenlandic, then switched to Danish as the police officer approached the bar. He answered in a deep voice and turned the heads of all the Danish speakers in the room.

“Keep the coffee coming and the bar open, Tenna,” he said. “It’s going to be a long night.”

It’s difficult to imagine a more exciting scenario for a journalist with a deadline looming, to hear a police officer say the night was going to be a long one. As if the spontaneous landing and the storm rattling the buildings were not excitement enough, if a keeper of the law needed coffee through the night, then one could be sure he didn’t expect to sleep.
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