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​In Strange Hands
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Introduction

 

I experienced piteraq winds in Qaanaaq in the very north of Greenland, when anything not tied down ripped across the barren Arctic landscape, crashing into houses, cars, sledges, dogs and people. It was during my two years in Qaanaaq that I decided I wanted to write a story about the Danish Navy’s Sirius Sledge Patrol, a specialist unit of twelve men split into six teams who patrol Northeast Greenland with two men, thirteen dogs and one sledge per patrol. The primary focus of each patrol is to ensure and protect the continued sovereignty of Denmark in Northeast Greenland. That story evolved into The Ice Star, featuring the elite unit’s first female patrol member. 

 

Konstabel Fenna Brongaard was the first-year-man during her first year with Sirius, and the character who was her guide and mentor was second-year-man Oversergent Mikael Gregersen. Characters in The Ice Star allude to Mikael’s first Autumn Patrol when he was separated from his dogs. Piteraq is the account of that episode wrapped into a short story. It might be considered a prelude to The Ice Star. I tend to think of it as another story from the far north of Greenland.

 

Chris

September 2018

Denmark
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DANEBORG, GREENLAND

 

It was almost midnight when Konstabel Mikael Gregersen noticed the scuffle in the doorway to the thin rectangular room bursting with garish decorations and a pall of tobacco smoke. He tamped a new plug of tobacco into the bowl of his pipe and caught the eye of the man sitting opposite him. The men from the Sirius Sledge Patrol had decorated the bandage around Oversergent Noa Andersen’s head with various sentiments, none of which were suitable for the young man’s parents, although his older sister would have been hard-pressed not to smile. Mikael sucked at his pipe as he touched a match to the tobacco, nodded at Noa through the smoke and cheer, bellowing up and down the length of the table, and turned his attention back to the doorway.

“I don’t care who gave you permission to come here,” Kommandør Kjersing said, his deep voice cutting through the Christmas cheer for a second as the men of the Sirius Patrol tried to stand to raise a toast to the Queen. “You’re not going to talk to them.”

“They’re sitting right there,” the man said, and pointed. He leaned around Kjersing to catch Mikael’s eye. “Just five minutes. It’s Christmas.”

“The guest’s quarters are down the hall,” Kjersing said.

The man looked over his shoulder. “That’s a stockroom.”

“My mistake.” 

Kjersing guided the man along the hall with a firm grip on his shoulder. When he returned to the long table, the men paused for a word from their commanding officer.

“A journalist,” he said. “It seems someone gave him a lift with the potatoes.” Kjersing tossed an empty beer can at the pilot slumped in a worn armchair in the corner of the room. “Hauksson?”

The man lifted a hand to swat at the can long after it had fallen from his chest and onto the floor. “He had papers,” he said.

“Signed by who?”

“I didn’t look.”

Sergent Kuno Beck tossed another can at Hauksson, and the men laughed as it slapped against the wall, showering the pilot in a spray of beer and foam.

“That wasn’t empty.”

“No?” Beck said. “I didn’t look.”

“Bastard.” Hauksson grumbled out of the chair and staggered to the table. The patrolman nearest the door grabbed the pilot’s arm and dragged him to his seat. 

“Drink a toast with us,” Konstabel Anders Fisker said, as he pressed a glass of whisky into Hauksson’s hand. 

“To the Queen?”

“We’ve done that already,” Beck said. 

The Sergent thumped the table and called for order. He raised his glass and waited for every man to do the same. At a nod from Kjersing, Beck turned to look at Gregersen and Andersen, gesturing for them to remain seated.

“Just seven days ago, we imagined the worst when it seemed inevitable that none of us were ever going to be introduced to the lovely Pia Andersen, when the fate and whereabouts of her older brother were unknown.” Beck waited for the men to stop laughing. “But,” he said, and nodded at Gregersen, “Thanks to the selfless and undoubtedly misguided efforts of a certain Konstabel – besotted as he is with the oversergent’s sister.” Beck smiled and waited as the Sirius men lobbed gentle curses and empty cans of Carlsberg at Gregersen. He held up his hand. “Because of his efforts, we are all going to have to up our game if the lovely Pia is ever going to have eyes for us mere mortals when compared to the god-like…”

“Idiot,” said one of the men as he raised his glass.

“Thank you, Konstabel Lang,” Beck said. He turned to Gregersen and winked. “Compared to the god-like idiot, we mortals will never wrest the lovely Pia away from you, as you did in fact – despite amazing odds – save the life of her brother.” Beck shrugged. “So, gentlemen, and pilot, if you’ll raise your glasses, I propose a toast to Konstabel Gregersen and Oversergent Andersen.” The men lifted their glasses. “De læng leve...”

“Hurrah, hurrah, hurrah,” the men cheered.

“And the long one…”

“Hurraaaaah.”

Mikael nodded at Beck, and then took a moment to look each of the men in the eye, before lifting his glass and knocking it against the glass in Andersen’s hand. It might have been smoke that creased a tear from the men’s eyes, but they both knew what it really was, and
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