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Introduction

 

There are two questions about my writing that scare me the most. The first is how many books have you written? I’ve never been good at mathematics, but it should be an easy answer, a straightforward sum – just add them all up. But I’ve been exploring Greenland through my stories for a little while now, through novels, novellas, short stories, and collections, even poems and essays. So much so, my stock answer is usually twenty novels and twenty-five novellas, but I’m not sure about that anymore. 

 

The second question is equally frightening, perhaps even more so. What order should I read your books in? Or which book should I start with? I have prequels and sequels and stand-alones. Some of my books are set in the past; others are set far into the future. They are nearly all linked through one character or another. I write these stories as I think about them. There is no grand plan, but perhaps a few rules of thumb. But let’s keep it simple, and start with the book you have in your hands or on your eReader, phone, or tablet.

 

The Boy with the Narwhal Tooth is set at the very beginning of Petra Jensen’s career as a police constable in Greenland. It is by no means a typical career, nor are these stories to be confused with the real police work in Greenland. They are inspired by what I witnessed and experienced, and then injected with a heavy dose of myth, culture, tradition and drama. Regardless of the accuracy of the details, The Boy with the Narwhal Tooth is story #1 in Petra’s police career.

 

I call her Petra, but if you’ve read any of my other stories, and if you’ve met Constable David Maratse, you’ll know he calls her Piitalaat.

 

These are her stories.

 

Let’s begin with this one.

 

Chris

June 2020

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

 

It’s a cliché, I know, but it really did start with a telephone, an empty desk and a generous new police commissioner, giving my career a gentle shove in the right direction. Fresh out of Greenland’s Police Academy, my boots were still buffed, and my jacket had that factory smell of wax and freshly stitched seams. During training, I had become expert at flattening my hair, tugging it into a tight ponytail that I had learned to flick out of the way of opportunists’ hands, when sparring in the gym. I had also learned to tone down my perfume and scented shampoos, allowing myself just enough scent to arouse interest from my single colleagues – I graduated from a police academy, not a nunnery. And, aside from my utility belt swagger – the only weight I wanted on my hips –I had learned that while a clean sidearm could be seen across a crowded room, a speck of dust or fluff in the trigger guard could be seen a mile away. In short, I was ready for duty, ready to be hazed, to give as good as I got, to respect experience, but also to make the most of my twenty-three years, and to put my orphan past behind me. I had, figuratively and physically, big boots to fill, measured by my own aspirations and a less than comfortable past.

Unfortunately, during my first weeks on the job, I did little more than get in the way.

“Training is over, Jensen.”

I must have heard that little gem about a thousand times in the first week, and a thousand more in the second. One man in particular made a point of working it into each and every situation imaginable, from pulling out of the parking lot, to making coffee. Sergeant Kiiu “George” Duneq was always there. I could never shake him. To be fair, he was partly responsible for making sure I learned the ropes, that I transitioned from newly graduated police constable, to a useful working part of what he seemed to think was a well-oiled machine. Sergeant Duneq was my supervisor, and I spent far too much time hating him when I should have been paying more attention to a briefing. He seemed to enjoy it when I stumbled, adding comments about my physical appearance – too pretty for police work. I was, I will admit, far prettier than him, but that was all I had on him. His girth, the way his utility belt had extra holes in it, belly hanging over the buckle, like his jowls melting over the collar of his dirty shirt – these things were the only things I could comment on, and only when I was alone, or sometimes with Constable Atii Napa, when we had a night off together.

“Fluff on his trigger guard,” she said, shouting over the beat and thump of Mattak, Nuuk’s most popular nightclub. “I saw it, I tell you.”

“But no one else did, I bet you,” I shouted back.

Even after a few drinks, blinking in the purple blue swathes of disco lights, I could still picture Sergeant Duneq’s greasy black hair, and the tiny flakes of skin clinging to his bushy eyebrows. I flinched when Atii dropped her glass, looking at the door expecting to see him there, telling me with a fleshy grin that training was over.

He didn’t have to tell me that, but Atii could have used a few reminders, I thought, as I slipped out of the booth and tugged her into my arms. When we graduated together, the new police commissioner addressed our class of six police graduates, reminding us to look out for each other. He told us we were never off duty, and if a colleague needed help, we were to give it, unquestioningly, but I would have done it anyway. So I helped Atii home that night, undressed her, wiped her sweaty brow, tucked her into her large double bed, and crawled in beside her. I turned her head to one side each time she rolled onto her belly, and then held her hair each time she crawled out of bed to pitch her drinks into the toilet.

I reminded myself that this was the life I had dreamed about, the career I had worked hard for. But now that my duty days and nights were spent with Sergeant Jowls, as I called him, and my nights off became a mix of controlled abandon and Atii’s projectile vomiting, I did begin to wonder if it would ever change for the better.

Luckily for me, it did, the very next day.


 

 

 

 

 

2

 

Commissioner Lars Andersen, new to Greenland and newly arrived from Denmark, had a secret. I wasn’t sure how many of my colleagues had noticed, the commissioner seemed to prefer short communiqués, and even shorter email messages. Most of my younger colleagues, digital natives such as myself, probably didn’t notice, but I imagined that a few of the older hands, especially the administrative staff, would soon query the commissioner’s short form communication, if they hadn’t already done so. Danish was my first language, and it was one of the few things I was really good at, with English and German a close second. Greenlandic, the language of my country, however, escaped me. But the Danish that the commissioner preferred was short to the point of simplistic. It wasn’t that he didn’t have a flair for language; he held vigorous speeches with plenty of adjectives and anecdotes. But I had seen a pattern in his communication, and when the opportunity presented itself, I asked him about it.

That opportunity came shortly after a long sigh and a string of quiet but enthusiastic curses. I was in the outer office of the administrative wing of Nuuk Police Station, ignoring the persistent beep of a call waiting tone from the telephone at an empty desk at the far end, furthest from the commissioner’s office. Sergeant Jowls had told me to wait while he added the finishing touches, as he called them, to his supervisory report, something he enjoyed reminding me of whenever he felt I needed what he called a confidence boost. The number of reminders I received seemed to increase as I gained increasing competence – and confidence – in different skills, not least when we were out on patrol, and I was driving. I smiled at the recent image of Sergeant Jowls squeezing in behind the steering wheel to show me how to drive on icy roads, as if the first two hours of the patrol didn’t count. 

The commissioner cursed again, louder the second time, and I heard him toss a sheaf of papers onto his desk, before he stormed out of the office, fingers gripping a bright red coffee mug.

“Constable,” he said, pulling up short at the door of his office. “How long have you been there?”

“A few minutes, Sir,” I said. I focused on his coffee mug, wondering if it would crack under the pressure of the commissioner’s frustration.

“Long enough, I suppose.”

“Yes, Sir.”

The commissioner was taller than most of the police officers in Nuuk, but a little shorter than Sergeant Gaba Alatak, the bold and bald leader of the police Special Response Unit, the SRU. Atii had her sights on him already, and, in a moment of weakness, I admitted that I understood why. I caught myself daydreaming and refocused, dialling in as the commissioner asked me a question.

“You don’t speak Greenlandic, do you?”

“No, Sir.”

“Any reason?”

I wondered just how much to say, and how much he might have read about my past. The commissioner turned his back on me to refresh his coffee, and I took a moment. Somehow I needed to condense my early years in the Nuuk Children’s Home, the years of teasing through school, and the sudden light at the end of the tunnel that came with a single room in the gymnasium Halls of Residence. It was about the same time when I discovered a love for the order and rules of grammar and a certain mixer called Mokaï. 
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