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Introduction

 

It’s February 2024, and there is so much horror in the world at the moment that I just needed to write something fun, and to take some time out. Not to ignore, and not to pretend things aren’t happening, but just to spend a little time thinking about other things.

 

The Perfect Grave is the twenty-fourth in the Greenland Missing Persons series. Honestly, I’m not sure anyone even goes missing, but then Luui is in it, so anything can happen. If you’re looking for a short and sweet story to get away from things, then The Perfect Grave is, I hope, exactly what you’ve been looking for.

 

Chris

February 2024

Denmark
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Glossary of Greenlandic Words

used in the Greenland Missing Persons series

 

aap – yes

amarok – wolf

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

napparsimmavik – hospital

qajaq – kayak

qipoqqaq – Humpback Whale

qujanaq – thank you

terianniaq – Arctic fox

tikaagullik – Common Minke Whale

tuttu – reindeer

ukaleq – Arctic hare
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1

 

A six-year-old girl convinced me to crawl into a coffin, and to stay put, and who am I to argue with the shaman’s daughter?

There was some method to the madness, and after lying inside a wooden coffin for the better part of four hours, I had plenty of time to think things through and to imagine about a hundred different ways things might play out, including another hundred reasons why I should never have agreed to climb inside the coffin in the first place. But, if I’m honest, after a rather intense beginning to a girls’ weekend in Upernavik, a few hours lying inside the coffin was almost as good as a break. 

The coffin was relatively comfortable, mostly thanks to the fleece blankets Luui Angakkuarneq suggested we line it with. And it was surprisingly warm. Sure, it was a cheaper model, and the wind whistled through several cracks and holes in the unfinished wood. But then, the Arctic wind in Upernavik would have found a way inside even a hermetically sealed plastic coffin, because that’s what Arctic winds do. And, having spent a fair amount of time battling Arctic winds, I would go as far to say that is their only purpose –  to seek out holes, cracks, and tears in buildings, shelters, and clothing, and to force freezing air into the space inside. Fortunately, we had thought of that. And Luui – once again, at her most helpful – had suggested I wear two lots of everything, including two duvet jackets.

Sometimes, I wonder if I should ignore what Luui suggests, or play the adult card, and pat her on the head, or praise her for having yet another good idea. But I’ve seen what happens when people try to do that, and I’ve seen the reaction of the likes of Sergeant Kiiu ‘George’ Duneq when they underestimate her, and Luui bunches her fists and presses them against her hips while giving them a hard stare. Even Sergeant Gaba Alatak, the muscular and macho leader of Greenland’s Special Response Unit, will cave under Luui’s scrutiny. It’s fun to watch. Less so to be on the receiving end. But no matter how adamant she might be that she is right, she’s not. Not all the time, anyway. And when it came to double layers of everything inside the coffin, she was dead wrong – pun almost intended.

I was hot.

Hot inside the coffin.

It’s not something I would ever have imagined saying out loud, or even thinking. But then, neither did I imagine that the weekend would spiral so quickly out of control.

“I could have told you that, P,” I whispered out loud, channelling Constable Atii Napa, and cringing at the thought of what she would say when she found out what I was up to. I considered sending her a macabre selfie from inside the coffin, and even patted my pockets, searching for my smartphone, only to remember Luui had confiscated it.

“It will get you into trouble,” she had said, and, strangely, I had relented.

I ran through the various degrees of trouble a smartphone might get me into while hiding inside the coffin. Okay, hiding isn’t the best word I could use, but to say I was on a stakeout would be ridiculous, even if that’s exactly what I was doing, while waiting for the various degrees of trouble to arrive.

The trouble came in different categories, depending upon one’s interpretation of the suspicious activity that Luui and I observed at the graveyard in Upernavik. Coffins in Upernavik are buried above ground as it would take drilled dynamite and controlled explosions to blast graves into the rock on the remote island high above the Arctic Circle on Greenland’s west coast. Graves are not unlike burial mounds, with small boulders arranged around the older coffins to cover them up and to deter foxes, ravens, and all but the hungriest of polar bears from disturbing the dead.

Only, as Luui and I discovered, something had disturbed more than one grave in the graveyard. It might even have been someone, and the boulders arranged in such a way to make it look like a bear had ravaged the graves and not one of the local residents.

“It’s suspicious,” Luui had said, as we stood beside a more recent grave, recently disturbed. And then we picked up the plastic flowers and scattered wreaths that typically adorn graves in the far north, gathering them at the foot of each disturbed grave so that friends and relatives might be spared a more visual shock when visiting the deceased.

“It’s probably a bear, Luui,” I had said, suddenly very aware that I was off duty and feeling vulnerable without my service pistol holstered on my hip. I reached for Luui’s hand, holding her close, and trying not to be too conspicuous when glancing from side to side, looking for hungry bears.

“It’s too late for bears,” she said, turning the stem of a single plastic flower in her hand as she studied it. The wind licked at her unruly black hair, blowing strands across her cheeks, just as it did to mine. 

“Yes,” I said, thinking that she was right again, and that, growing up in Qaanaaq – polar bear denning territory – she would know more than me. “You’re right.” I crouched beside her and said, “What do you think did it? A fox?”

Luui twisted her lips, giving it some thought.

She thought for a long time, and I felt the chill of the wind as we waited. But even in her favourite and threadbare jeans, with just a light t-shirt, socks and sneakers, Luui seemed impervious to the cold, and the waiting, the thinking dragged on to the point where I felt the need to let go of Luui’s hand and zip my duvet jacket a little closer to my neck.

And then, after another few minutes, Luui simply shook her head and said, “I don’t know, pretty lady. But I’m going to find out.”

And there it was, our purpose for the weekend.

Never mind that I had planned all sorts of fun girl stuff while looking after Luui in our borrowed accommodation while her father, Tuukula Angakkuarneq, underwent tests in Upernavik hospital. Luui was on a mission.

“We can find out between visiting your ataata,” I said, offering a smile in case reminding Luui about the hospital visits upset her. 

Tuukula had not been his energetic and enigmatic self, but then, the septuagenarian shaman was struggling with a tired body and mysterious infections that seemed to knock him for six as they festered inside his body. I had missed several of them, but after a busy period, we were lucky that the next infection took hold when I had some free time available, time to spend with Luui and her dad.

Perhaps it was guilt that encouraged me to agree to the stakeout inside the coffin, or, more likely, the fact that if I didn’t, then Luui would. If it wasn’t crazy enough for an off-duty cop to crawl inside a coffin, the visuals of a six-year-old girl doing it were much, much worse.

And so I waited.

The wind whistled through the gaps in the unfinished wood, and the splinters stuck in my hair.

And, as I lay hidden inside the coffin, I heard the soft thuds and the scattering of small rocks that could only be someone, or something entering the graveyard. And me being me, following four hours of waiting, I imagined the worse.

“Bear,” I whispered, desperately hoping it wasn’t.
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