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Introduction

 

The Ice Quake is the twenty-second title in the Greenland Missing Persons series, and, once again, I had a little too much fun with this one. That tends to happen a lot. But once I get an idea in my head, and Petra agrees to it, then it quickly spirals out of control from there.

 

It’s all Petra’s fault, of course. 

 

Chris

January 2024

Denmark
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Glossary of Greenlandic Words

used in the Greenland Missing Persons series

 

aap – yes

ana – grandmother

anaana – mother

angakkoq – shaman

aqisseq – ptarmigan

arfivik – Bowhead Whale

ata – grandfather

ataata – father

imaqa – maybe

inuk – human

inussuk – cairn (see Canadian Inuit inuksuk/inukshuk)

kaffemik – celebration/party

kamikker/kamiks – sealskin boots

mattak – whale skin and blubber delicacy

naamik – no

qajaq – kayak

qipoqqaq – Humpback Whale

qujanaq – thank you

terianniaq – Arctic fox

tikaagullik – Common Minke Whale

tuttu – reindeer

ukaleq – Arctic hare
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Oqqapia Pikki was a hunter, and that was a problem.

It was a late call right at the end of our Wednesday night shift. Constable Atii Napa, complete with tired but still punky black hair – she used gel, and I teased her for it – was so sleepy she let me drive. Me behind the wheel of the police patrol car was a novelty. Yes, I drove often enough, but when I was partnered with Atii, I rarely got the chance. Somehow, she just assumed the driver’s role and was slighter and faster than me, beating me to the patrol car every time. It could have been an issue, and as much as I would prefer it to be Atii and not me, on foot, chasing people through the snowy streets of Nuuk, neither did I want to deny her one of life’s simple pleasures. And, close to midnight, after a long shift, it was the simple things that were important.

An elderly resident with Alzheimer’s, however, missing in the city, was not simple.

I knew very little about the disease, but the police responded to a fair number of calls for help from the care home in Nuuk. Atii and I had helped with a few of them. But late that Thursday night, we were on our own as a small epidemic of domestic disturbances erupted in Greenland’s capital city, keeping our colleagues busy, and leaving the less spectacular jobs for Atii and me.

To begin with, anyway.

But once the care staff explained that Oqqapia was a hunter, and that he often fell back into his old ways, it didn’t take long for things to spiral out of control. And, as usual, I made sure to contribute as much as I could to the out-of-control aspect.

“We thought about putting one of those GPS trackers in his pocket,” Biina Qujanarteq, the nurse on duty, told us while searching for a recent photo of Oqqapia in his room at the care home. 

The walls were plastered with small and medium-sized photo frames, bringing a smile to my lips as we could have been in any number of living rooms across Greenland. There was a small armchair with a frayed cover and loose threads at the ends of the arms where I imagined Oqqapia might pluck at the cover with his fingers. But apart from a simple bed and a tiny wardrobe, there was little in the way of furniture in Oqqapia’s room. I guessed he had few needs and when Biina showed me a photo of a short man with a thin frame and a cheeky, albeit gap-toothed grin, wearing a blue cotton smock and sealskin trousers standing on the ice, I understood that Oqqapia, like so many Greenlandic men of his generation, was content with very little in life, and even fewer possessions.

“You thought about it?” Atii asked, following up on the tracker.

“Aap.” Biina shrugged and said, “But it felt like we were spying on him. Oqqapia is such a gentle old man. He’s sweet, too. Especially when he’s lucid. But…” Another shrug. “Do you know? I wish we had.”

“Next time,” Atii said. 

She picked up a framed picture of a younger Oqqapia standing next to a tall, slim woman with long black hair. The photographer had captured them standing next to a square fishing hole cut in the ice. The photo was grainy and out of focus, but Oqqapia and the woman were laughing, and given the position of the photo frame on the small table beside his chair, I guessed the woman and the memory were important to him.

“We checked the usual places before we called you,” Biina said. Atii nodded for her to continue, and she ticked a short list of locations off her long fingers, starting with the market for local produce including reindeer and seal meat, the spot just outside the supermarket where the older hunters often gathered for a smoke and to share stories. “And the beach, of course.”

“The beach?” I said, swapping a glance with Atii.

“Aap,” Biina said. “He likes to walk that short stretch of beach beneath the qajaq rack, next to the old hospital.”

“Yes,” I said. “We know it.”

Everybody knew it. And since the sculpture of Sassuma Arnaa, the Mother of the Sea, had been installed, the tourists did too. 

“Atii,” I said, catching her eye. “There’s ice this year.”

“Aap,” she said, putting the picture frame back where she had found it, before stepping outside to call the station on the radio.

“Did I just miss something?” Biina said.

“You didn’t find him at any of those places…” I stopped myself from saying obviously because it was… Well… Obvious. But then, so was the possible location of Oqqapia Pikki, the old hunter. A quick glance at the photos on the wall confirmed it, and I pointed at the closest one. “He was a hunter,” I said. 

“Aap.” Biina nodded. “Further north.”

“And all these photos…” I pointed at the frame on the table by Oqqapia’s chair. “They’re mostly from the ice.”

“He likes them,” Biina said. “It calms him. It’s what he knows.”

“Yes,” I said. “And that could be a problem.”

“Why?” Biina turned to look at Atii as she stepped back into the room. “What problem?”

“Siku,” Atii said. “The ice.” She looked at me and said, “It’s bad ice, P. It hardly ever forms in Nuuk, and when it does…”

“It’s not strong enough to walk on.”

I was halfway out the door when Biina said, “Inngili.”

“What?”

“An angel,” Biina said, stretching one of her long fingers to point at the photo next to Oqqapia’s chair. “That’s what he calls her. The angel.” She shrugged, adding, “It might help.”

“P,” Atii whispered. “We have to go.”

“Yes,” I said, with a nod to Biina. “We’ll call you.”

I turned to follow Atii out of the room, stretching my legs to jog after her as she ran out of the care home. I heard her calling for backup and telling whoever was available to head for the ice. But the few who responded explained that they were still tied up with one domestic incident after another. And, as we climbed into the patrol car, I knew we were on our own.

“We’ll need fire and rescue,” I said, as Atii shifted into gear. “And a boat.”

“Naamik,” Atii said, pulling out of the parking lot. “We’re going to need a helicopter, P.”

“Yes,” I said, fastening my seatbelt. “Maybe.”

Atii stuffed the patrol car into first and floored the accelerator as I flicked on the emergency lights and siren. Bad ice was bad news, and we were headed straight for it.
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There are all kinds of sea ice and I know so very little about them. I say them, but really, it’s just stages of sea ice, and if you asked Constable David Maratse, I’m sure he could tell you all about it, if you caught him in the right moment. But thinking about Maratse as we hurtled down the snowy roads of the city wasn’t helping. Maratse couldn’t make the sea ice firmer, but I didn’t doubt he would find a way to walk on it, no matter how thin it was, or how big the gaps between the floes were. Hunters could do that, and that was part of the problem.

Oqqapia Pikki was a hunter.

“He’ll be out on the ice,” I said, as Atii slowed for a notoriously slippery hard turn at the end of Tuapannguit, just past the police station. “We’ll need a boat.”

“And we’ll get one, P,” Atii said, as she navigated the corner and continued down a short stretch of old road to park beside the qajaq rack overlooking the narrow beach and a swathe of sea ice that sparkled in the patrol car’s headlights. “But it could take some time.”

“Why?”

Atii reached for the radio and turned the volume up. We listened to a few seconds of Greenlandic before she turned it down again to translate.

“The domestic incidents…”

“What about them?”

“Volunteers at the fire department had a party tonight.” Atii sighed for a moment and then continued, adding, “Several beers later, old rivalries and a couple of affairs were rediscovered.”

“What do you mean, rediscovered?”

“I mean, they were discovered at the party.”

“Really?” I said.

“Aap.” Atii nodded. “In the kids’ room,” she said. “The kids are sleeping over at a friend’s house.”

“Okay.”

“Anyway,” Atii said, leaving me to fill in the blanks and imagine what our colleagues had been dealing with most of the night. “Help is on the way, but if Oqqapia is out there…” She pointed. “Then we could have a problem.”

“Yes,” I said, and opened the passenger door.

Maratse would have been dressed for it. He would still have worn his police jacket, but if he had time, he would have changed his leather boots for sealskin kamiks, maybe even have pulled on a pair of polar bear skin salopettes.

Me, on the other hand… I wore my usual police uniform, albeit with a thin thermal layer – top and bottoms – underneath my trousers and shirt. I wasn’t as fond of my police jacket as Maratse was of his, but it kept some of the wind off. I pulled a fleece beanie out of my pocket and tucked my hair underneath it while Atii got out of the car and did the same.

“What’s the plan?” she said as we both tugged on our gloves.

“You’re asking me?”
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‘The Arctic chill has never been as seductive.’
Lilja Sigurdardaottir
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