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Praise for the Greenland Crime series

 

‘The Arctic chill has never been as seductive as in Christoffer Petersen's books.’ 

– Lilja Sigurðardóttir, author of Snare, Trap and Cage

 

‘You might want to put your warmest coat on. Christoffer Petersen writes chilling thrillers in harsh, isolated environments. Too dark for some. Too cold for everyone.’ 

– Óskar Guðmundsson, author of Hilma and Blood Angel

 

‘Sharp and authentic – Greenland will haunt you after this.’ 

– Quentin Bates, author of the Gunnhildur Crime Mysteries  

 

‘Petersen brings Greenland to life, and death to Greenland. I was gripped from the first grave.’

– Michael Ridpath author of the Magnus Iceland Mysteries

 

‘Christoffer Petersen is a terrific writer, and his books bring Greenland compellingly to life in all its harsh beauty.’

– Kevin Wignall, author of A Death in Sweden

 

‘No one writes Arctic Noir like Petersen! Bleak landscapes, action-packed thrillers, fabulous cultural insight and a cast of intriguing characters that simply leave you wanting more!’ 

– Dr Noir

 

‘Christoffer Petersen is the master of Arctic crime.’

– William Burton McCormick, author of KGB Banker and Lenin’s Harem


 

 

 

 

 

Note to the Reader

 

Seven Graves, One Winter introduces the main character of Constable David Maratse from the east coast of Greenland. This story, the first in a series, takes place after the events described in book two of The Greenland Trilogy: In the Shadow of the Mountain. While some reference is made to that book, it is not necessary to read In the Shadow of the Mountain before reading this book. I lay all blame for any confusion firmly at the feet of Constable Maratse, as he was quite insistent, in his own quiet manner, for a story of his own. The characters of Petra Jensen and Gaba Alatak have also appeared in short stories featuring Maratse. It is not necessary to read these stories before reading Seven Graves, One Winter.

 

Once again, it is Maratse’s fault.

 

The people of Greenland speak Greenlandic – including at least four dialects, Danish, and English. In many aspects of daily life, West Greenlandic and Danish are the working languages. Seven Graves, One Winter is written in British English with the use of some Greenlandic and Danish words used where appropriate.


 

 

 

 

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

kaffemik – celebration/party

kamikker/kamiks – sealskin boots

mattak – whale skin and blubber delicacy

naamik – no

qajaq – kayak

qujanaq – thank you

tuttu – reindeer

ukaleq – Arctic hare
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They dug the graves on the mountain’s knee, in the stubborn earth pinched between boulders of granite. The graveyard was small, but large enough to accommodate the mothers, fathers, sons and daughters of Inussuk, from the time when the first grave replaced the last cairn, and babies that succumbed to the winter were no longer mummified. The winters were just as dark, the summers just as bright, but the deaths had slowed, and food, from the sea or the store, was easier to come by. But still they dug the graves each long summer, in anticipation of each dark winter when tuberculosis might take a grandparent or a grandchild, when a winter storm might take a hunter, or a depression might force someone to take their own life. They dug two graves for suicide, hoping they were two too many. They dug one for a drunken brawl, one for a fishing accident, one for the stillborn child they knew was waiting in the tiny morgue of the medical centre, one terrible boat ride away. They dug a sixth grave for old age. The seventh they dug for cancer. Even in the Arctic, always cancer.

The men climbed out of the suicide graves and leaned on their shovels for a moment, gazing out at the icebergs in the fjord. The graveyard commanded the best view of the mountains in the distance and the settlement nestled in the lap of the mountain below them. Inussuk was trapped between two beaches, one black and soft, the other shingle, shell and stone. The black beach faced south and east, breaking the waves and absorbing the energy of each storm, littered and glittered as it was with gobs of ice the size of the gravediggers’ hands, hearts and heads. The larger ice debris – growlers – studded the beach, and diverted the water running off the mountain and streaming into the sea. It was between two floating growlers that the girl’s body would be found a short distance from the beach that autumn, but, at that moment, the gravediggers knew nothing.

They shifted their gaze from the beach to the settlement, picking out the blistered red wood walls of the general store, and the fresh green paint of the house owned by the nature commission, currently occupied by two Danish artists and one small child. One of the men nodded in the direction of the house as the girl played in the sand and dirt beneath the deck. The forty-three adult residents of Inussuk thought the two artists were lovers. The twelve children were too young to care, content with a new playmate, a girl with blonde hair.

“Fifty-eight residents,” said the older of the two gravediggers. He reached into the satchel at his feet and pulled out a thermos. A lick of wind off the fjord chased the steam from the mouth of the flask as the man unscrewed the lid. He poured coffee into an enamel cup for the younger man, filling the lid of the flask for himself.

“Aap,” said the younger man, as he lifted the cup to his lips. He looked down at the settlement, watched the girl playing in the dirt, and then flicked his gaze to his son waving from the dock. The small boy’s lips moved and his chest heaved as he shouted and the man waved, reminded as he was every time he saw Qaleraq that the boy was healthy, curious, hellish to teach, but desperate to learn. Qaleraq would see many more winters, unlike his sister’s son. They would dig the last grave for his stillborn nephew, the heavy jabs of the spade penetrating as deep as they could dig, to the permafrost if they had the energy for it, so that the boy might rest right down in the earth.

He finished his coffee, flicked the dregs into the grave, and tossed the cup into his partner’s satchel. He climbed into the grave and began to dig. The older man poured another half cup into the lid of the thermos, looking around the graveyard as he drank. The antenna mast cast a thin shadow on the graves of his mother and father, the plastic wreaths parched in the polar sun. He made a promise to replace them, the same promise he made the previous summer when they had dug the seven graves, and an eighth in September, just before the first snow of winter. Pneumonia had surprised an elderly couple, the man, Aput, succumbing just a week after his wife, Margrethe. The gravedigger let his gaze wander down the path as he remembered carrying the coffins, one after the other, from the couple’s house to the graveyard, before catching his breath during the service and lowering his parents’ closest friends into adjacent graves. The path was steep and he knew every turn, boulder and buckle. He had stubbed his toes on rocks, slipped on loose stones, and dug steps alongside the younger man for the better part of six years.

Six years and seven graves each year. 

Inussuk was shrinking as the graveyard swelled. The young and educated left the settlement in favour of the larger villages and towns on the west coast of Greenland. The children left for the school in Uummannaq, returning aged fifteen and sixteen after their tenth grade, only to grow bored by the quiet life between the two beaches, and frustrated by the lack of jobs and money. Just one boy had returned to fish the same waters as his father, while his sister and her friend left to study at the Further Education college in Aasiaat, further down the coast. 

“Hey,” the older man said, as he finished his coffee.

“What?”

“Did you hear about the policeman?”

“Policeman?” The younger man leaned his shovel against the wall of earth and climbed out of the grave.

“He’s coming next week.”

“Coming here?”

“Aap,” the older man said and pointed at the dark blue house behind the general store. “He bought Aput’s house.” He paused. “You didn’t know?”

“Naamik,” said the younger man, and then, “Maybe.”

“You should listen to your wife, Edvard. My wife told her.”

“Sure.”

The older man caught Edvard’s eye. “Is something wrong?”

Edvard shrugged. “The baby,” he said and glanced to where his son was now playing with the Danish girl. “We want another child, but she is worried that what happened to her sister might happen to her. She says it could be the water.”

“The water?”

“Metal, from the mine. It will be in the fish.”

“There’s no metal in this water.”

“You don’t know that, Karl.”

“No,” Karl said and sighed, “I don’t.” He screwed the lid onto the thermos and pushed it inside the satchel. He gripped his shovel and moved to jump into the grave. Edvard stopped him with a cough. “What?”

“You were telling me about the policeman?”

“Aap, he is moving here.”

“To work?”

“To live.”

Edvard shook his head and said, “You said that already, but will he be working here? As a policeman.”

“We have never had a policeman in Inussuk.”

“Which is why I want to know.”

Karl laughed. “Are you worried about your home brew? If he finds it, maybe there will be more yeast in the store, and I can get fresh bread for a change.”

“Maybe,” Edvard said and smiled, “but where would you get your booze then, old man?”

“From Uummannaq, like everyone else.”

“Suit yourself.” Edvard thought for a moment. “But why is he coming here, if not to work?”

“Buuti said he is retiring, something about an early pension.”

“He must be ill,” Edvard said and glanced at the two graves they had nearly finished.

“Infirm, invalided,” Karl said. “I heard he walks with a stick, maybe two.”

“So he is moving here from Nuuk?”

“Naamik, he is from Ittoqqortoormiit.”

“Tunu? East Greenland?”

“Aap.”

“Why is he coming here?”

“I don’t know. You can ask him next week.”

Edvard grunted and jumped into the grave. He picked up his shovel and started to dig as Karl did the same in the grave next to him. They worked for another two hours, finishing the graves at the same time, as they always did, although Karl suspected Edvard slowed each time he was almost done, scraping at the edges instead of digging, waiting until the older man was finished.

Karl was the first to climb out of the grave, and he gave Edvard his hand to help the younger man up, a small token of thanks in return for the respect he showed for his elders. They walked to the other end of the graveyard, closer to the edge that reached down the knee of the mountain and to the waves lapping at the dark, wet rock below. They traced the shape of the two graves they would dig here, as close to the edge as they dared, as close as was considered respectful, without condemning the occupants to an eternity of vertigo. 

Edvard paused at the furthest corner and looked out to sea. He prodded Karl’s shoulder and pointed at a medium-sized motorboat with a flash of lightning stencilled along the hull, bobbing in the shadow of a large iceberg, too close to escape the wave and debris should it begin to roll or calve. Karl sucked at his teeth and Edvard shrugged. Neither man recognised the boat. Even at this distance it would be strange not to know the shape of a local hull, or the curve of its bow.

“Do you know who that is?”

“Naamik,” said Edvard. “Maybe it’s from Disco Island?”

“Maybe.”

The two gravediggers rested on their shovels and watched as the boat drifted away from the iceberg and out of view. They waited until the stern disappeared behind the iceberg. Only then did they make the first cut of the new graves. If they could see through or around the iceberg, they would have seen a man struggle into view from the cabin of the boat, dragging a naked girl by her long black hair. They would have seen him slap her twice in the face. If the wind had been blowing in the right direction, they might even have heard her scream.

She was young with soft curves that defined her sex. Her skin was darker than her European friends, lighter than the Greenlanders. She was bruised. Her nose was bloody. The man wiped her blood from his hand on her stomach, before he dragged her across the deck and shoved her onto the floor. She thrashed her legs like a bloody fish, and he hit her again, this time with the back of his hand, slamming the back of her head against the side of the boat. The boat dipped with the impact and her legs went limp as her brown eyes widened and she stared at the man. The girl’s hair flowed onto the seat moulded into the hull and the man squirmed the sole of his boot onto the seat, clamping her in place. He reached over the girl and grabbed a bag from the seat opposite, unzipped it, and spilled winter clothes onto her stomach.

“Get dressed,” he said. He tossed the bag towards the cabin and leaned on his knee. The girl held her breath, struggling with the overtrousers and socks, as she stared at the man. He removed his foot from her hair and told her to sit up and put on the fleece sweater, and a large, thick, Canada Goose winter jacket. As she dressed, his gaze lingered over the dark areolae of her breasts. He dragged her to her feet and across the deck. He reached for a pair of hiking boots beneath the steering column. “Boots,” he said, as he threw them to her. He spun the chair in front of the wheel and pushed her hard into it. She bit her lip and he grabbed her by the hair, eliciting a sob as he tugged once and waited for her to pull on the boots and tie the laces. When she was done he pulled her to her feet and marched her to the port side of the boat, the one closest to the iceberg.

The girl gripped the rail along the side, her body shaking as she sobbed. The man released her and returned to the wheel, applying a little thrust to manoeuvre closer to the iceberg. He cranked the engine out of gear and let it idle. A pall of grey smoke drifted across the girl’s face and she coughed.

“What’s that?” he said.

“I coughed,” the girl said in Danish. She could taste tears on her lips, salt like the sea.

“What did you say?” The man gripped her by the hair.

“I said nothing,” she said, as he twisted her face to look at him. “Nothing,” she sobbed.

 “Speak Greenlandic, bitch,” he said and jerked her head downwards, smiling as another sob caught in her throat.

“I can’t.”

“Exactly.”

The man pushed her toward the railing. The girl cried out as she slipped to her knees. Strands of her hair caught in the fur ruff of the jacket’s hood as the man changed his grip, and jammed his hands under her arms. 

“Get off my boat,” he said and lifted her up. She screamed, her hands flailing at the railing, desperate for a grip as the man heaved her over the side and her legs slid into the water. He grunted with the sudden weight, his feet sliding along the deck as her fingers caught around the railing and she clung to it. The man kicked at her knuckles until she screamed and let go, palms slipping down the hull of the boat as the air inside the jacket swelled on contact with the water. The cold pressed the air from her lungs and she started to convulse, as she fought for her last breath.

As soon as he heard her splash into the water, the man moved back to the throttle, put the boat in gear, and powered away from the girl. Her eyes bulged as she watched him turn a short distance away, before correcting his course and leaning out over the side of the boat to stare at her. She heard the engine roar as he opened the throttle and sped towards her. 

With what little strength she had left, the girl splashed at the water with stiff fingers, as she tried to swim away from the boat. The man corrected course and she caught the stiff hull of the boat on her cheek as the man powered past her. Her head dipped under the water, her hair flat on the surface like tendrils and nerves, plugged into the water, tuning into her death, as the man checked his speed, turned the boat, and accelerated towards her one last time. The keel of the boat clipped her head, the vibration knocking along the hull. 

The man smiled, and made a slow circle of the girl’s last known position. He settled on the seat behind the wheel and reached into his pocket for a packet of mints, frowning as his fingers caught on the girl’s topaz panties. He stuffed them back into his pocket and set a course for the mouth of the fjord, as the gravediggers dug deep into the mountain above Inussuk.
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Constable David Maratse grunted as another rod of pain shot through his legs and lit his lower back in what he imagined to be a wall of fire. It was the same every time he lifted his left foot, with another flaming rod of pain pressing through his nerves when he placed his sole flat on the treadmill. Maratse paused to catch his breath, white-knuckling the handrails as the physiotherapist made another note on his clipboard.

“It’s not getting better, is it?” he asked.

“Eeqqi,” Maratse said, and shook his head. He took a breath, breathed out, once, twice, three times until the pain subsided. “Again,” he said, and lifted his foot.

“You’re sure?”

“Iiji,” he said. “Yes, I’m sure.” His nerves flamed and Maratse crumpled, cursing as he fell onto the treadmill’s rough rubber surface. The physio turned the machine off and helped Maratse onto his feet.

“Let’s get you sat down,” he said.

“I’ve been sitting down for a week.”

“And before that you were lying down,” the physio said, as he helped Maratse into a chair, “for three weeks. This is progress. You have to take it slow.”

“Progress?” Maratse grunted. He patted the pockets of his jogging bottoms, and then realised his cigarettes were in his jacket pocket, beside his hospital bed.

“Smoking won’t help.”

“It helps me.”

“Seriously,” the physio said, “with the damage your nerves have been exposed to…”

“Smoking helps,” Maratse said, and dared the physio to suggest otherwise. The young man shrugged and made more notes on his pad. Maratse thought about nerve damage. He could almost smell his own charred flesh, as the Chinaman had pressed the ends of his improvised torture device into Maratse’s chest, his legs, his testicles. Maratse shoved the image from his mind and calculated the distance to his bed. “I need a smoke.”

“I’ll have someone take you back to your ward,” the physio said. He put down his pad and walked across the training room to where Maratse’s wheelchair was parked alongside the wall. He started to push it across the floor, stopping when the door opened. He smiled at the policewoman as she entered the room, let go of the wheelchair, and said, “He’s all yours.”

“He’s done?” she said, and brushed a loose strand of long black hair behind her ear. The movement reminded Maratse of another woman who did the same, a Danish Konstabel in the Sirius Patrol, the same woman who had rescued him from the Chinaman man.

“I need a smoke,” Maratse said and nodded at the wheelchair. “One of you needs to help me.”

“Still grumpy, eh?” The policewoman said. She sighed and tucked the envelope in her hand inside her jacket, gripped the handles of the wheelchair, and positioned it alongside Maratse’s chair. The physio helped her lift Maratse onto his feet, switching the chairs as the woman supported Maratse. She smiled and caught Maratse’s eye. “Forgotten my name again?”

“Hello, Piitalaat.”

“My name is Petra,” she said. “Constable Petra Jensen.” Maratse winced as he felt the physio push the seat of the chair against the back of his legs. Petra helped him sit. “Why do you insist on calling me that?”

“I like it,” Maratse gripped the circular bars on each side of the wheels. He backed away from Petra and nodded at the door. “I need a smoke, Constable.”

“I heard you the first time,” she said. “Oh, and it won’t be Constable for much longer.”

Maratse turned at the door. “Sergeant’s exam?”

“Yes,” she said. “It went well. I should get the official confirmation by the end of the week.”

“Is that what’s in the envelope?”

“No.” Petra’s lips flattened, and she brushed at an imaginary strand of hair. “That’s something else.”

“For me?”

“I’m afraid so.”

Maratse sighed and nodded at the door. “Let’s go,” he said.

Petra opened the envelope as she walked beside Maratse towards the elevators. “Do you want me to read it?”

“Iiji,” he said and let the rubber tyres scuff his palms, “but just the highlights.”

“All right,” Petra said. She traced her finger along the closely-spaced print. “They are going to give you early retirement, on a full pension.” She paused as Maratse grunted. “But you won’t be a police officer anymore. I’m sorry.”

“It’s okay,” Maratse said. He stopped at the elevators and pressed the call button. He had expected as much, and the morning session of physiotherapy had confirmed what he already knew, he would never be a policeman again.

“Are you still going to Inussuk?”

“Iiji.”

Petra folded the letter as the elevator doors opened. “I don’t understand why. You could go home.”

Maratse went into the elevator first, turned, and waited for Petra to enter and push the button for the first floor. “I’ll always be the policeman,” he said. “It’s better to start somewhere new.”

“Retired,” Petra said.

“Same thing. It won’t make a difference.”

“So, you’re going to give up the bright lights of the city, and leave me all alone in Nuuk?” Petra leaned against the side of the elevator and composed her best pout. Maratse almost laughed, and she seemed content with the wrinkle of skin around his eyes. Petra straightened her back as the elevator slowed to a stop. Maratse waited for her to get out before following her into the corridor.

“What about Gaba?”

“We don’t talk about him,” she said.

“Since when?”

“Since last Saturday night.” Petra walked behind Maratse and gripped the handles of the wheelchair.

“What happened?” he said and let go of the wheels. He caught the smell of alcohol gel as an orderly cleaned his hands outside the men’s bathroom, but it was soon gone as Petra picked up speed.

“I don’t want to talk about it.”

“Okay.” Maratse took a breath as Petra spun him around to back into his room. She wheeled him to the bed and Maratse reached for his jacket. Petra walked to the window, leaned against it, folded her arms and glared at Maratse. “What?” he said, pausing as he pulled the packet of cigarettes from his jacket pocket.

“You didn’t ask me.”

“You said you didn’t want to talk about it.” 

“I don’t.” Petra turned away and then pointed at the cover of the newspaper on the bedside table. “That doesn’t help.”

“I haven’t read it.”

“That idiot from Seqinnersoq is mouthing off again. Using Greenlandic as a campaign promise, as a weapon. It’s the only qualification he has.” Petra picked up the paper.

“When is the election?”

“Next May.” She frowned. “You don’t watch the news?”

Maratse shrugged. “I don’t vote.” He pulled a cigarette from the packet and stuffed it into the gap between his teeth. He gripped the lighter in his fist. “I’m going outside.”

Petra turned the cover of the paper towards Maratse and stabbed her finger on the photo. “She wasn’t much older than her.”

“Who?”

“The girl Gaba slept with Saturday night.” Petra held the paper to one side and stared at the image of Malik Uutaaq, standing beside his wife, with a gymnasium-aged girl in the background. “The girl Gaba slept with is about her age, about seventeen or eighteen.”

Maratse grunted and wheeled himself to the door. He heard the thwack of the newspaper landing on the bed as he turned into the corridor and continued on to the elevators. Petra followed him. She didn’t say a word until they were huddled in the shed for smokers outside the main entrance to Dronning Ingrid’s Infirmary. She waited until Maratse had lit his cigarette and then said, “Why don’t you vote?”

Maratse took a long drag on his cigarette and then nodded at the front page of the same newspaper a patient was reading while she smoked. He lowered his voice, and said, “I don’t trust politicians.”

“But you are employed by the government – a government of politicians. We still have self-rule,” she said. “You should have a say in who gets to employ you.”

“You’re forgetting something, Piitalaat,” Maratse said. Petra frowned and he continued, “The Greenlandic police force answers directly to Denmark. They,” he said and nodded at the newspaper, “don’t tell us what to do. Besides, I’m retired.” Maratse raised his eyebrows and took another drag on the cigarette. He imagined his nerves relaxing as the smoke filled his lungs. For a moment, at least, he thought he had found peace.

“I hate it when you call me that. It’s like you have to remind me I am Greenlandic.”

“You are Greenlandic.”

“I know.”

Maratse puffed a cloud of smoke towards the ceiling of the shed. “I call you that because I like the name.”

Maratse finished his cigarette and reached for another. He sighed when he realised he had left his jacket in his room, again. He rested his hands on his thighs and closed his eyes, opening them for a moment when the patient got up to leave. He nodded at her and closed his eyes once more. Petra sat down on the bench beside him.

“What will you do in Inussuk?” she said.

“Fish and hunt.” Maratse opened one eye as Petra took his hand. 

“But you can’t even walk.”

“Not yet,” he said, and closed his eyes.

Petra squeezed his hand and he curled his fingers into hers, listening to the wind licking at the dust along the street, the caw of the raven scratching on the hospital roof, and the distant peel of a church bell. Maratse felt the wind prickle at the thin hairs on his arms and he was suddenly grateful that the Chinaman had only scarred the skin he did not show, and that the pain was hidden on the inside of his body. He almost laughed at the thought, wondering at the sudden twinge of vanity, curious if it had anything to do with his thirty-nine years and the twenty-something who was holding his hand.

“Maybe I will visit,” she said, and squeezed his hand once more, “if I may?”

“Iiji,” he said, and opened his eyes.

“Will you be all right?”

“I will.”

“And you’ll stay out of trouble?”

Maratse thought for a moment before answering. From a career point-of-view he had emerged unscathed from his involvement with Konstabel Brongaard and the collateral damage she incurred in her private war with the international intelligence community. It was a wonder he was alive, and he wondered if she was. He admired her guts, her drive, and her moral code, and, for a while at least, he had enjoyed the excitement, the rush of adrenalin so different from his normal policing duties. It had nearly killed him, a fact he was all too aware of, but in the moment – some of the moments – it had fulfilled him somehow. And now, he just had to stay out of trouble.

“I will be good,” he said, and let go of her hand.

“Okay,” Petra said, and stood up. She tugged a strand of hair from the Velcro at her collar, reached inside her jacket, and gave Maratse his discharge papers. “I’d better go.”

“Thanks for coming.”

“Anytime.”

“Tomorrow?”

“Let me guess, you need a ride to the airport?”

Maratse raised his eyebrows, yes.

She nodded and looked at the door. “Can you make your own way back?”

“I can.”

“Okay.” Petra brushed the tips of her fingers across Maratse’s shoulder, turned and walked away. He waited until she had turned the corner before stuffing the envelope under his leg and wheeling himself out of the smoker’s shed and along the side of the hospital to the ambulance workshop. He nodded at the mechanic working on one of Nuuk’s three ambulances and stopped beside a long rusted bar screwed at hip-height into the garage wall. Maratse applied the brakes to the wheelchair, reached for the bar, and pulled himself onto his feet. The mechanic looked up as Maratse cursed the bar to hell and back, before cursing his feet, one after the other, as he inched his way along the wall, and back again. 

When the pain was at its worst, just when he thought he might faint, he pictured the Chinaman and his electroshock paddle, and he spat at the wall and cursed the man beyond the white man’s hell, and into the frost-burning realm of Greenland’s darkest spirits, where seared flesh was a delicacy, and pierced eyes nothing more than an inconvenience before the real torment began. 

Maratse paused to pick the flakes of rusted metal from his orange-stained palms, and then gripped the bar again, heaving himself along the wall, spitting at the Chinaman, and cursing the fire in his spine, and the white-hot nails in the soles of his feet.

“I will walk again,” he said, and took another step.

He heard the crash of metal as the mechanic downed his tools, and he watched as the man wiped his hands with an oily rag and walked across the workshop to stand behind Maratse’s wheelchair.

Maratse gritted his teeth and said, “Just one more.”

The mechanic nodded and walked to the row of lockers at the back of the workshop. He returned with a bottle of vodka and two dirty shot glasses, placing them on an upturned barrel as Maratse slumped into his wheelchair. The mechanic poured two glasses and gave one to Maratse. 

“Skål,” the mechanic said and clinked his glass against Maratse’s. He waited until Maratse had downed the first glass, before exchanging his full glass for Maratse’s empty one.

“Qujanaq,” Maratse said and downed the second glass of vodka. “Thank you.”

The mechanic took the empty glasses and placed them by the side of the vodka. He reached for the cap and screwed it back onto the bottle when Maratse shook his head.

“You push yourself too hard,” the mechanic said.

“Maybe.”

“Yeah, you do.” The mechanic cocked his head and stared at Maratse. “Why?”

Maratse pulled the envelope out from beneath his leg and gave it to the mechanic. He wiped the sweat from his brow as the man opened the letter and read it. 

“That’s why,” Maratse said as the man whistled.

“They’re going to give you a full pension.”

“I don’t want it.”

“You don’t have to work again.” The mechanic waited as Maratse took a deep breath. When he exhaled he said, “You want to be a policeman?”

“You want to be a mechanic?” Maratse said and looked around the workshop. He gestured at the man’s oily hands, sniffed at the heavy taint of diesel.

The mechanic shrugged and said, “I’m good at it.”

“So am I,” said Maratse. He nodded at the bottle. “Will you leave that when you go?”

“Sure.”

Maratse nodded. He turned away from the mechanic, reached out for the bar, and pulled himself to his feet. The pain lit his spine like a firework and he cursed and spat, until the flame became a rod of lightning, as Maratse raged back and forth along the bar until the sun dipped low in the late autumn sky, and all the vodka was gone.
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Malik Uutaaq pushed one leg out from under the duvet of his son’s bed and groaned as he propped himself up on his elbows and blinked at the sunlight streaming through the curtains. He swung his legs over the side of the bed and flinched at the sharp corner of the LEGO brick pressing into his foot. Sipu had forgotten to tidy up his room before leaving for football camp. Malik brushed the brick to one side and stood up, the duvet slipped from his body and he staggered across the room to the door, groaning as he heard the bathroom door shut and the sound of his daughter, Pipaluk, running the shower. He straightened the twist of his boxer shorts, bent down to pick up the t-shirt on the floor, and dressed as he climbed down the stairs on his way to the kitchen. His wife ignored him as he opened the fridge and took out a carton of milk.
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‘The Arctic chill has never
been as seductive’
Lilja Sigurdardottir






