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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 Skin Drum is the twenty-second 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.

 

Chris
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1

 

Constable David Maratse finished his cigarette on the short walk from the patrol car to the entrance of the care home for the elderly in Uummannaq, a small, isolated island village, some six hundred kilometres north of the Arctic Circle on Greenland’s west coast. He heard the steady beat of the skin drum as he kicked the snow from his boots at the main entrance, blinked in the glare of the outside lights, then entered the home and followed the beat along the short corridor to the residents’ lounge at the far end. Maratse nodded at Misu Juartoq, the visiting nurse, and the other staff sprinkled among the residents, before stuffing his hands into his jacket pockets and leaning against the wall; Ajiaq Nunagisaq, the sixty-three-year-old shaman, was just getting started.

Maratse focused on the drum. 

It was roughly the size of a large dinner plate, placing its origin in the far north, where a lack of wood and the challenges of crafting a perfect circle from bits of reindeer antler and bone limited the size of the drum. Maratse tilted his head to one side for a better look at the short handle attached to the rim of the drum and smiled at the carved face leering back at him. The drum skin was, Maratse guessed, walrus, tanned and stretched tight with a few blemishes, not unlike the shaman’s face. The drumstick with which Ajiaq beat the side of the drum was a short length of driftwood, smooth, without knots, and therefore relatively benign. Maratse recalled something about knots in wood being spiritual power points, and thus giving the shaman with a knotty drumstick an unfair advantage when settling disputes.

As far as Maratse knew, Ajiaq Nunagisaq, had no quarrel with anyone in Uummannaq, although there had been rumours, something constable Nujakina Uppik told him to watch out for when Maratse arrived in Uummannaq for another short-term posting to cover the Chief of Police’s extended visit to Denmark. 

“There’s something brewing,” Nujakina had said, as she drove Maratse from the heliport to the police station. “A family dispute that is bubbling, but no one is talking.”

Maratse liked the way the younger constable talked. Words like bubbling and brewing were rarely used in police briefings, and the light in Nujakina’s eyes – visible each time she blew the long fringe of her short black hair from her eyes with a sudden gust of breath – suggested she enjoyed such words. It was, as Maratse would soon learn, her manner.

“Hmm,” was his reply, revealing his own manner in his own rather taciturn way.

“You’re older than me,” Nujakina said. “So maybe it should be you who goes to see Ajiaq at the old people’s home.”

“Old people?”

“Sure,” she said, puffing her fringe out of her eyes as she parked the patrol car in front of the station. The wheels squealed on the hard-packed snow as she applied the handbrake. She shifted the car out of gear but left the engine running to avoid dealing with cold engine starts in the November temperatures, then dipped her head to inspect Maratse’s jacket, adding, “Old hunters and fishermen, and their wives. You’ll fit right in.”

“I’m thirty-six,” Maratse said.

“Like I said.” Nujakina pulled a hair clip from her pocket and tucked her fringe out of the way. “Older than me.”

Maratse wondered why the young constable didn’t use the hair clip when driving, but she was already out of the car and striding toward the station door before he could ask. He followed Nujakina into the station, officially received the mobile phone he would use during his posting, and the invite to the drum dance at the care home.

“It starts in an hour,” Nujakina said.

She made coffee, filled him in on the latest incidents including a newly arrived Dane without a Greenlandic driving licence, a spat – another of Nujakina’s words – over a fishing hole in the ice that had come to blows, and a leaky radiator in the second of three cells in the station annex. 

“And one potentially missing boy aged fifteen.”

“Potentially?”

Nujakina nodded, then puffed her fringe out of the way, bringing another smile to Maratse’s lips as she seemed to forget she had already clipped her fringe out of her eyes. 

“Like I said,” she said. “No one’s talking. But there are rumours.”

Maratse finished his coffee quickly as Nujakina hurried him out of the door with the threat of filing a month’s worth of timesheets if he didn’t bring back useful information.

“Hmm,” he said, as she encouraged him out of the station with a slap of papers on his arm.

“Hmm what?”

Maratse stopped at the door, giving Nujakina another look, wondering why it was so important to her to discover what was bubbling and brewing in Uummannaq. She shrugged when he asked, as if it was obvious.

“I like to keep on top of things,” she said. “I don’t like surprises.”

“Police work is full of surprises.”

Nujakina pushed her lower lip out as if ready to puff her fringe once more, only to stop as she thought about it. “No, it’s not,” she said, pulling her lip back in. “Drunks on payday and over the weekend. Fights between friends of jealous lovers. Crazy – maybe rabid – sledge dogs chasing kids. Rabid kids chasing crazy sledge dogs. Music too loud. A bit of shoplifting, and Danes without hunting permits buying all the fancy guns in the store.”

“They don’t need hunting permits,” Maratse said.

“They do for reindeer.”

Maratse nodded, then lost a few seconds as he wondered when he had last been on a reindeer hunt.

“And then there’s the ice,” Nujakina said, bringing Maratse back to the moment. “It’s surprisingly good this year. Early too. But then there’s the dip…”

“At the corner of Salliaruseq, on the way to Saattut.”

“That’s right,” Nujakina said. “This isn’t your first winter in Uummannaq, eh?”

Maratse shrugged, and said, “I’m older than you.”

“And late,” Nujakina said, hurrying him out of the station with another slap on the arm with the sheaf of timesheets. Maratse took the hint and drove to the care home.

It wasn’t the worst way to start a new posting, and Maratse settled into the beat of Ajiaq’s drum as he idly remembered the drums hanging in the various courtrooms across Greenland, a symbol of the law and the old ways of settling disputes. Ajiaq settled into a familiar song that lit up the room as the eyes of the older generation shone with memories of a different time in a country that had experienced rapid modernisation, as witnessed by the huge cultural gap between the young and the old in Greenland.

Maratse glanced over his shoulder at the squeal of tyres outside the care home. He turned around to face the door at the end of the hall as it banged, and a gust of cold wind carried a virulent flurry of snow ahead of an angry man stomping along the corridor towards the lounge.

This, Maratse guessed, was Nujakina’s trouble brewing, and he took a step into the middle of the corridor to slow the man down.

“Out of the way,” the man said, waving his arms as he stomped closer.

Maratse stood his ground, holding his hands casually by his sides as the man approached. Ajiaq’s drum stopped beating, replaced with a whisper of questions between the residents and the nurse’s concerned query as she asked Maratse if everything was all right?
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