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Introduction

 

The Boreal Tattoo is a novella featuring Constable Petra Jensen. It is the thirteenth book in the Greenland Missing Persons series and includes some recurring characters. However, this story also introduces a new character as a direct result of a Kickstarter campaign. Backers of the Kickstarter had the opportunity to pledge for a campaign reward and be written into a story alongside a character of their choice. The story itself remains true to the typical storyline and setting you know from other novellas in the series, with the added bonus of a personal touch.

 

The Boreal Tattoo includes themes central to Inuit identity. I would never pretend to know enough or have the right to assume I could speak with authority about Inuit culture. I write fictional stories set in a country I love, with characters inspired by people I respect. If through the course of reading my books you have been inspired to learn more about aspects of Inuit culture, then I have done my job. There are many good books and Internet resources available to do just that, however, when it comes to Inuit tattoos, I found this book to be an engaging primer on the topic: Reawakening Our Ancestors’ Lines: Revitalizing Inuit Traditional Tattooing by Angela Hovak Johnston, Cora DeVos, and Meta Antolin.

 

Chris

March 2022

Denmark
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boreal

of or relating to the north


 

 

 

 

 

Glossary of Greenlandic Words

used in the Greenland Missing Persons series

 

aap – yes

ana – grandmother

anaana – mother

angakkoq – shaman

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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Hospitals. I’d seen enough of them. The walls were the dirty yellow colour some people called cream, or sand. But when you’ve stared at them for longer than you care to, they are just dirty. The cracks are more interesting. And the chips where I imagined things had been flung at the walls in desperation, and boredom, even more so. I looked at the glass on the bedside table to my left, reminding myself for the fifth or maybe the twenty-fifth time that the glass was made of plastic, and it would bounce off the wall and roll along the grey linoleum floor and under the bed. I’m no rocket scientist, but I knew the trajectory it would take if I threw it just so, with the right amount of force.

Yes. I was bored.

The bullet wound in my shoulder was infected, and I was confined to my hospital bed until the penicillin – or whatever it was they were giving me – took hold and beat the infection.

I prayed for a sudden and mysterious sickness – non-lethal, but enough to fill the hospital beds and push patients like me out of them. But religion is not my strong point, and when the prayers didn’t work, I worked out the trajectory of the plastic glass, flinging it over and over. I’m no physicist either, but in my head, at least, the glass rolled to a stop in the same spot every time. 

The good news was Tuukula, the seventy-year-old shaman, was on the mend, and he had been kicked out of his bed and told he could fly home to Qaanaaq if he promised to take it easy. I wondered what he had said to convince them he could do just that, and what he had said to Luui – the most precocious five-year-old girl I had ever had the pleasure to meet, to know, and to love – to convince or cajole her to let him take it easy. I guessed spirits were involved. And perhaps, just this once, they were on his side, not his daughter’s.

Their last visit had been a memorable one, with Luui standing guard while Tuukula leaned out of the window of my room to smoke a cigarette. His grey hair was tied in the usual tuft on the top of his head. It made me smile to see him back to his normal self, and the light in his eyes when he smiled at me suggested he was pleased, too. Although, with a history of curious ailments that had him flying to and from the capital on a regular basis, the future was uncertain. His smile faded a little when he finished his cigarette and turned to look at Luui, hands on her hips, standing guard at the door. It was her future that kept him thin as he worried about her. I worried about her too, wondering if I could do more, and what I could or would do if he was gone. My career had only just begun, and I wasn’t ready for children. I certainly wasn’t ready for Luui, not full time. It pained me to admit it, but it was true.

Tuukula finished his cigarette and wafted the smoke away when Luui hissed that a nurse was on the way. The nurse hurried them out of the room, tapping her feet as Luui clambered onto my bed for one last hug, reminding them that the porter was waiting to drive them to the airport. And, with a brief touch of Tuukula’s hand, one final cuddle with Luui, they were gone. The vacuum they left in their wake was vast, as if they had sucked the very last traces of life with them, leaving me to my wall studies, my amateur physics, and evil thoughts of a citywide sickness – anything, to relive the boredom and get me out of my bed. On top of that, there was the small matter of the intervention, as decreed by Gaba and friends.

Fiends, more like.

Atii was now top of the list of traitors, although the sight of her punky hair, shaved at the sides, and the gossip she smuggled in along with chocolate milk and other goodies, gave her some good will and more leeway than I was willing to admit.

The intervention, it seemed, required a leave of absence – non-negotiable – plus some physical distance between me, my job, and Greenland.

Australia had been mentioned, to which I had reminded Atii that my personal advisor at the bank also believed some things – such as a loan for a holiday – were also non-negotiable. 

But then the commissioner played his trump card again, with the promise of some funds that might be available if the right people said the right things at the right time. To which I could only frown, until Atii explained on her next visit, a few hours after Tuukula and Luui sucked the life out of me.

“There’s a conference in Australia,” she said.

“A missing persons conference?”

We both knew what had happened the last time I attended one of them.

“Naamik,” she said, with a shake of her head. “Something about indigenous policing.”

“I’m not indigenous to Australia,” I said.

Atii bit back a smile as my frown deepened. “The commissioner knows that,” she said. “But he also said you would be a good ambassador.” She sighed and then rolled her eyes, as if the sigh wasn’t enough.

“And?”

“And… you’ll be an example of an indigenous police officer…”

“I’m Greenlandic, Atii,” I said, wondering if the question of identity was part of the conference, which it probably was.

“I know that,” she said. “And so does the commissioner.” She sighed again. “Do you want to go or not?”

“Do you?”

Atii pursed her lips as she thought about it. “Naamik.” Another shake of the head. “Things are going well right now. And Duneq’s keeping me busy…” She broke off, and I guessed she was going to add covering your shifts. But she didn’t, and I removed her from the top of the traitor list. “Plus, now Gaba’s back, he and Taatsiaq are having some power issues.”

“Atii?” I said, as she started to grin.

“What?”

“What kind of issues?”

“Oh, the usual. The who’s the boss? and, the slightly more interesting and definitely more entertaining, who gets the girl? issue.”

“You’re the girl, of course,” I said.

“I am.” Atii nodded. “And, if they continue to fight over the top spot in the SRU, Duneq has threatened to give it to me. So,” she said, patting my hand as she stood up to leave. “I think you should go to Australia. Or just take the money and run.”

“They’d send someone after me,” I said, as Atii giggled.

“They would,” she said.

“You’ve thought this through.”

“I have.”

I gave her a moment to elaborate, waiting for her to spell out each step of the plan, and how long it might take for me to attain fugitive status, and how long after that it would be before they sent Atii to come and find me.

It was silly, but it beat throwing imaginary plastic glasses at the wall.

Atii never got a chance to finish, as the nurse returned to shoo her out of my room, so that my new guests could come in for a visit.

“What guests?” Atii said before I’d even thought about it.

“Canadians,” the nurse said. “The indigenous kind.”
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Atii left with the promise of more gossip the following day, and a parting shot that I needed to make a decision about Australia sooner rather than later. I waved her out of the room as the nurse fussed about me, opening the blinds and the window. She said something about cigarettes and flaunting hospital rules, but I played the innocent-wounded-cop card and asked for some more water.

“You were shot in the shoulder, Constable,” she said. “There’s nothing wrong with your legs.” She added a matronly glare from beneath her grey Danish brows. It punctuated her comment nicely.

It was a standoff. 

If it hadn’t been for the imminent arrival of my so-called indigenous guests, I might have risen to the challenge, confident that I could stand up for myself. In truth, I would have loved a duel, having done little more than imagine what I could do with a plastic glass for the better part of the last few days. But the Canadians saved me from a diplomatic incident as they appeared in the doorway and the nurse left with a curt dip of the head to my guests and a last pointed look aimed at me.

My guests – uninvited, I might add – were an odd couple. The man was short with a stoop that made him look old. His face was wrinkled, but no more so than the face of a hunter after a long summer at sea at the helm of his dinghy. He was a good deal younger than Tuukula, and I guessed he was in his late fifties. His handshake, however, gave him an extra five years, maybe more, as he grasped my hand in a weak grip. He introduced himself as Qannik Haughn, before promptly stepping to one side.

The woman was younger, stronger, and taller than the man. She said her name was Aluki Muskoka. She took my hand in a brief but strong grip, getting it over and done with, as if there were more important things to discuss. She wore her black hair, shorter than that of her companion, and while all three of us had brown eyes, hers were by far the keenest. She took in the room, settled on my police jacket hanging on the back of the tallest of the two chairs in the room, nodded, and then fixed me with a penetrating stare.

“You are Constable Jensen?” she said, in English.

“Yes.”

Aluki nodded, then gestured for the man to pull up the nearest chair as she sat down at the end of my bed. I moved my legs to make room for her, silently wishing Atii might come back and save me, and yet curious enough to hear what they wanted.

“You’re the missing persons specialist?”

Another question, but I guessed she already knew the answer.

“I answer the calls that come through to the missing persons desk, yes. Why? Is someone missing? Only, I’m currently on…”

“Sick leave?” Aluki glanced at my shoulder. 

I followed her gaze to the thick gauze taped to my skin. It was stained with a patch of something Atii might call funky, plus a few spots of blood. I straightened the strap of my tank top, feeling suddenly self-conscious as I reached for the sheets and pulled them a little higher up my body.

“Yes,” I said, adding, “I was shot in the line of duty.”

They didn’t need the specifics, and nor did I want to revisit the events in Atammik, or think too much about Avery Irving, or how ready I was to shoot him.

I did shoot him, of course, which was part of the problem, forcing Duneq, my supervisor, and the commissioner to extend my sick leave so that I might deal with the latent effects so many of the missing persons cases had had on me.

A glance at Aluki and the look she gave me in return suggested she could care less about whatever it was I was dealing with. I guessed she had issues of her own, and an agenda, which she revealed at the snap of strong fingers and a curt dip of the head at Qannik. He reached inside his jacket and pulled a Polaroid photo out of his inside pocket.
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