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They called me a limousine nurse, and it wasn’t a term of endearment. But it wasn’t wrong either. Limousine nurses flew in from Denmark and other Scandinavian countries to fulfil short-term contracts at hospitals and medical centres in Greenland. We stayed for as little as a week, or perhaps as long as a month. Some of us were repeat offenders, and, if we were honest, we would admit that the shortest contracts were the most lucrative, including an all-inclusive return flight to Greenland, accommodation, and a tidy pay cheque. In my younger years I had taken some of the shorter contracts, riding the whirlwind in small planes and helicopters, doing a job for the shortest length of time – doing it well, I’ll add – and then catching the whirlwind back home. I often needed a week to recover. Rather, I chose to take a week to recover, enjoying the freedom that the money gave me. 

Things changed as I got older.  

I noticed how little I got to see of the country, and how little I got to know the Greenlanders. The patients said little, and my Greenlandic colleagues said little more than they needed to. It took a while for it to sink in, but I could easily earn more with a couple of short-term contracts than they did in a month. The short-term doctors were the same, except they had a little more clout when it came to deciding when they were available, and that the hospital should hire their nurse-trained wife at the same time.

“But we have all the nurses we need,” was a reply I once heard.

But doctors were in such demand in the more remote areas that the hospitals often hired doctor’s wives, fixed the schedule to ensure that the doctor and his wife were free during the weekends, and tried not to think about it.

I thought about it.

The more I saw how much the local staff resented the well-paid tourists, the more I realised that I didn’t enjoy riding in limousines much after all. I searched for the longer contracts, often in the more remote places, and then I fell in love. I fell in love with the people, the mountains, the ice, the snow, the dogs on the chain that I walked past on my way to work, the loose puppies that tripped me on ice-covered roads, the children with their cheeky smiles, and the teenagers with their awkward ones. I fell in love with the old hunter and his wife, equally stubborn and adorable – yes, I called them adorable – and the simple way of life, simply affected by the weather.

I renewed and extended contracts year after year, until the harsh looks softened over time, and my salary dipped to a level equal with my Greenlandic colleagues. The younger nurses called me crazy to give up on such a good thing, and I let them, because I had found something else – a sense of place – and there was so much more to discover. Every day was new, and even when the people and the place became familiar, there was always something to make it new and exciting again. I think the Americans might say I had drunk too much of the Cool Aid, but it went much deeper than that. Greenland got under my skin. But there was always the danger of it going even deeper. A real danger that lurked within the community, passed from person to person, airborne and life-threatening, if not handled correctly.

It was the night before Christmas Eve when I discovered he was gone. I had just finished my rounds in Uummannaq hospital. I was nearing the end of my shift, but I wanted to check on the patient in isolation. Boas Kajussen struggled with his confinement, and I often caught him sneaking out of his room – without a face mask – to have a smoke on the balcony overlooking the frozen harbour. I worried about the day he would leave the hospital completely, but until the night of December 23rd, he had always returned to his room.

It took a little less than a minute to pull on the paper gown, mask and latex gloves, and another minute to walk from the nurses’ station to Boas’ room at the end of the corridor. I whispered the few words of Greenlandic I knew as I walked to his room, smiling in anticipation of the reaction I always got when trying to communicate in Boas’ own language, but that night I never got the chance. The room was empty when I went inside, and Boas’ clothes were missing from the locker.

Boas’ tuberculosis changed from latent to active earlier in the month, but it took him a long time to accept that he was actually sick, despite the heavy campaigning the government ran on the television. He had been on a fishing trawler right up until the moment he had collapsed, and the captain had brought him to the hospital. The crew were quarantined until they could be treated, and although they had all been exposed, Boas’ was the only one to develop the active strain of the bacteria.

I checked his bedside table and found the unopened blister packet of antibiotics, and the plastic jar – still sealed – containing the other half of his daily drug regimen. The doctor had explained that it was going to take time, that he had only just begun his treatment, but that he would have to take the pills for at least six months. It was my experience that Greenlanders were far more patient than we Danes could ever be – it had a lot to do with the weather – but for all their patience, they could be equally fatalistic. It looked like Boas had given up. I thought, perhaps, that he might have decided to enjoy one last Christmas. The problem was, he would infect everyone around him.

The night staff were just arriving when I dashed back to the nurses’ station. Neither of them were surprised that Boas had left the hospital, but neither did they seem as concerned as I was. I remember saying a few sharp words that set my integration back a few years, as the classic stereotype of the all-knowing and better-knowing Danish colonial reared its ugly head, but I didn’t have time for that. And I told them so.

“It’s Christmas,” I said, pulling the mask below my chin. “Everyone will be indoors, all day. Everyone will be infected.”

“Then call him,” said the enrolled nurse, dumping her bag down by the side of the desk. She turned the phone towards me, and I shook my head.

“You know I can’t speak Greenlandic. Perhaps you could call?”

I had learned that patience was a virtue, and for some Greenlanders, unless an iceberg was calving in the bay, urgency was not in their vocabulary, especially if they were being urged by a Dane, and a well-paid Dane at that.

I brushed past her, logged onto the computer and searched for Boas’ details. The enrolled nurse dialled as I read out the number for Boas’ mobile. We tried the landline at his house next, and then the satellite phone on the fishing trawler. I could hear the captain cursing Boas’ on the other end of the line – something about not losing any more time, fish or money because of that man. The enrolled nurse hung up shortly after the captain did.

“Well, I have to find him,” I said.

I took the phone and dialled the local number for the police as the two night staff started their rounds. I knew the police could speak Danish, and that the policeman covering the chief’s Christmas vacation was a Dane. He promised to send someone straight away. 

Constable David Maratse arrived seven minutes later. 

I had seen him before several times, and had even seen him smile on one occasion, swapping stories in Greenlandic with an elderly hunter who teased him about his jacket. At least, that was what I thought he was teasing him about, tugging at Maratse’s dirty sleeve with thin, gnarly fingers. Maratse’s jacket was still dirty when he arrived at the hospital, but he wasn’t wearing it, it was draped around the shoulders of a small boy. The boy flapped his arms inside the sleeves as Maratse opened the hospital door and they walked inside. It reminded me of a movie, a father and child going door to door on Halloween.

“What’s the problem?” Maratse asked, as he told the boy to sit down on one of the chairs lining the corridor wall.

I smiled at the boy, and said, “Isn’t it a little late for him to be up?”

“Iiji,” Maratse said, with a nod of his head.

“Is he your son?”

“Eeqqi,” he said. “I’m looking for his parents.” Maratse gestured at the patrol car. Fumes pillowed out of the exhaust and I could just hear the rumble of the engine through the door.
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