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Introduction

 

I don’t know who had more fun in this one – Petra or me?

 

The Polar Bear Screen is the sixteenth in the Greenland Missing Persons series, and I enjoyed following the younger Petra around Greenland in the early years of her career. It’s another one of those cosyish mysteries, with more emphasis on character and action than anything else, really. No apologies. I just had fun with it, and when Petra suggested we go in one direction, I just said yes and followed her.

 

It’s hard to say no to Petra.

 

Chris

January 2023

Denmark
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Glossary of Greenlandic Words

used in the Greenland Missing Persons series

 

aap – yes

ana – grandmother

anaana – mother

angakkoq – shaman

Arfivik – Bowhead Whale

ata – grandfather

ataata – father

imaqa – maybe

naamik – no

kaffemik – celebration/party

kamikker/kamiks – sealskin boots

mattak – whale skin and blubber delicacy

qajaq – kayak

Qipoqqaq – Humpback Whale

qujanaq – thank you

tuttu – reindeer

ukaleq – Arctic hare
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I was stranded. Again. I didn’t need to be a meteorologist to recognise the significance of the anvil clouds building to the south of the runway at Kangerlussuaq Airport to know my flight back to Nuuk would be delayed, if it even arrived. The wind blew sand across the runway, casting handfuls at the restaurant windows, where I sat with my third cup of coffee. It was almost a forgone conclusion, but I knew that until the announcement was made, there was no point talking to the staff at the hotel reception. Air Greenland had to hope for the best and draw it out as long as possible in the hope that the weather would change, that planes would fly, and one tired and slightly grumpy police constable might get back to her city apartment after a week on the east coast. 

Was it too much to ask?

I put my coffee down and took another look out of the window.

“Apparently,” I whispered.

There’s nothing wrong with the east coast. It’s just not Nuuk. And, having grown accustomed to a little luxury in between, spending a week in basic police accommodation, sharing a dirty bathroom with three stranded tourists who couldn’t afford to pay for a hotel room, and with no Wi-Fi, I needed my apartment. 

I needed it.

A text from Atii before I flew confirmed that my apartment was missing me, too. And that there was a chance she could switch her shift before I arrived in Nuuk so that we could go dancing.

I pulled out my phone, took a photo of the clouds on the horizon and a blurred piece of trash blowing in front of the lens, and forwarded it to Atii with as many sad smileys as I thought she could handle.

Atii can handle a lot.

I sent a second text with more sad faces, just to be sure she got the message.

I finished my coffee, contemplated expanding on my notes about the need for improved facilities for police officers in Kommuneqarfik Sermersooq – the municipality including Nuuk and Paamiut on the west coast and Tasiilaq and Ittoqqortoormiit on the east – if we were to get the most out of local training opportunities. It was the commissioner’s new area of interest, and he felt I owed him a favour.

After one week in less than basic accommodation and the potential for kicking my heels in Kangerlussuaq for another day or more, I felt I had paid my dues.

And then the big military plane approached the runway.

I forgot all about my notes.

I even forgave the commissioner as I interpreted the sight of a military cargo plane coming in to land – any plane – as a sign that the weather was changing for the better, and I would soon be boarding the Dash 8 to Nuuk, grabbing a taxi to my apartment, and collapsing on my couch with a better cup of coffee than the restaurant could muster, relaxing for an hour or two before Atii called with the five-minute warning before she arrived to get ready for dancing.

I thought all that, and more when I squinted at the dark anvil clouds, convincing myself they were indeed lighter than the last time I looked.

And then the plane landed, the speakers mounted on the walls of the restaurant crackled, and I nodded my head in anticipation of that glorious message that would have me on my feet and heading for check-in – at the gate, not hotel reception.

I should have known.

I should have guessed that the so-called silver lining on the clouds in the distance would be torn by what they called necessary maintenance and indefinite delay.

“All passengers flying to Nuuk are requested to…”

“Check in at hotel reception,” I said, finishing the announcer’s sentence as I slumped in my chair.

The message was repeated in Greenlandic and English, and I sipped the last of my coffee, wondering if I should beat the rush, or take a chance that there would still be a single room available in the hotel connected to the airport building, or if I would be shuttled across the runway to sleep in Hotel Tuttu, a relic of the Cold War, and really more of a barracks than a hotel with beds and décor to match.

It was midweek. The flight from Denmark would arrive the following day, meaning the airport was relatively quiet.

I took another sip of coffee, choosing to take a chance and wander over to the hotel reception once they had dealt with the tourists in a flap about connections and charges.

The military plane taxied to the other side of the runway, and I thought nothing more of it until I had finished my coffee and really couldn’t put it off any longer. I messaged Atii that I was checking in and received the saddest sad-faced smiley I had ever seen in return – Atii’s face with a generous bottom lip extended to full effect.

It made me smile, which was fortunate, as I approached the hotel desk with more enthusiasm than I might have done, given the circumstances.

Which is when I met him – with more enthusiasm than was probably appropriate, but not necessarily unfortunate, as I hit him with what Atii might call the full Petra effect.

Yep.

The full Petra effect was what Atii called the new thing she thought she had discovered in her attempt to direct my search for Mr Right, or even Mr Right Now.

And there he was. 

Mr Right This Minute – potentially – standing at the hotel desk waiting to be checked in, as his civilian flight to Nuuk was…

“Delayed, due to maintenance,” he said, in Danish.

“Aap,” said the hotel receptionist. 

“Hi,” the man said as I waited to one side. “You’re stranded too?”

“Yes,” I said, followed by, “Stranded.”

“Police?”

“Yes.”

Atii would have been appalled, but she perhaps she didn’t realise that there was a countermeasure against the full Petra effect. Maybe it was the week in Tasiilaq with no Wi-Fi combined with the thought of my forced stay in Hotel Tuttu, but a tall, blond Dane in his late twenties wearing a military shirt, cargo pants, and what could only be called serious boots, tended to have that effect.

The Sirius effect, as Atii would call it when I filled her in on the details in a frantic texting session later that evening.

But until then, he was stranded.

We both were.

“Jonas Hallander,” he said, reaching out to shake my hand. “I’m with Sirius.”

“Yes,” I said. “I know.”

I didn’t, of course, but Jonas frowned for a second, and I caught a glimpse in my mind of Atii rolling her eyes as I gave Jonas the full Petra effect, tucking a loose strand of long black hair behind my ear, and inviting him for Greenland’s worst cup of coffee.

“Sure,” he said, letting go of my hand. “I’ll just grab my gear.”

He turned to leave, and I gave my details to the hotel receptionist, who in turn gave me my key.

“You’ll need to take a bus,” he said.

“What?” I said, suddenly alert.

“You’re in Hotel Tuttu,” he said. “We’re renovating rooms here, so we had to put you over there.” He pointed behind me. I didn’t turn. “And you’ll need…”

“To take a bus,” I said, sighing as I took the key. “When?”

“Whenever you want,” the man said. “Just come back here when you’re ready.” The man smiled as he rested his hands on the desk. “It’s just you, Constable. You’re the only guest staying at Tuttu.”

“Yes,” I said. “Of course I am.”
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Atii would have been proud. I used the Petra effect to full effect, steering the conversation from coffee in the restaurant to drinks in the hotel bar. Konstabel Jonas Hallander was a third-year man, as he put it, asked to stay on for one more year than the normal two years with the Danish Navy’s Sirius Sledge Patrol due to a shortage of suitable applicants.

“It happens every now and again,” he said, over a second beer in the bar. “And if you get asked, unless you’re really tired of the north and don’t fancy another year freezing your arse off at minus fifty degrees…” 

He paused for effect, forgetting perhaps that I was from Greenland. But I let it go, and tilted my head to the degree Atii said was coy but not off-putting, and remembered to widen my eyes in surprise, just as she had demonstrated and then had me practice in front of the mirror when we dressed for a night out.

I might have added a soft gasp – all me, but something I would be sure to tell Atii I did, knowing that, if she was there, she would have given me a high score for even thinking about it.

Such things, we decided during a slow day on patrol, were important. We might chase petty thieves or scour the country for missing persons, but we had to have some fun, too. And the more Atii schooled me, the more fun we seemed to have. I got better the more I practiced, too, and Jonas Hallander was practice, even if his ego was dialled a little too high for my tastes.

“Well,” he said, acknowledging my gasp with one of those looks Atii told me to look out for. “No one ever says no to a third year.”

“No one?” 

I took a sip of beer, making sure it was just a sip as the hotel prices were too rich for my blood and I was nervous that it might be my round if I finished first.

“No,” he said, waving it off as a non-starter. “But…” He leaned forward, stretching his arm casually but with intent, as if he might tap my knee. He pulled back when I noticed and said, “Not everyone gets asked.”

“Oh, so they’re the best of the best?” I said, flashing him a playful smile. “The ones who are asked?”
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