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Constable David Maratse thumbed the pages of his paperback, catching the individual sheets beneath his nail as he looked at the clock on the wall of the dentist’s waiting room. He had started the book – a dog eared copy of Frank Herbert’s Dune – on the flight from Kulusuk on the east coast of Greenland to the capital, Nuuk, on the west. The ice sheet he flew over reminded Maratse of the desert in the science fiction novel, both environments were equally dry and equally bright, just like the teeth in the posters framed on the waiting room walls. Maratse pressed his tongue against the tooth that was bothering him and immediately wished that he hadn’t. He thumbed the pages again, nodding at a small boy sitting beside his mother, before leaning back in his chair and closing his eyes.

“David?” a woman said, as she stepped out of the surgery and scanned the patients waiting to see her.

The dentist liked first names only, Maratse remembered as he stood up, tucked the book inside his jacket pocket and walked across the room to the surgery. He shook the dentist’s hand, mumbled something in agreement when she suggested he hang his jacket on the hook on the wall, and then sat down on the dentist’s chair.

“I checked the records,” Clara Matthiesen said. “It’s been two years since your last check-up.”

“Iiji.”

“And your doctor referred you?”

Maratse nodded. 

“And now you’re here.” Clara smiled before putting on her mask. “Just relax, David. I’ll take a look and then we can decide what needs to be done.”

Maratse turned as Clara’s assistant came into the room, and then he leaned back in the dentist’s chair, closed his eyes and opened his mouth.

“You’re still smoking, I see,” Clara said, as she pricked Maratse’s gums with the dental scaler. “And here we are. Yes, I can see why your doctor sent you. That tooth will have to come out.”

Maratse opened one eye, nodded once, and then closed it again. He gripped his belt in both hands, as Clara and her assistant prepped him for the surgery, administering the anaesthetic, chatting all the way through the procedure, until Maratse’s cheeks were drawn tight, as if he had just sledged twelve hours in minus thirty degrees. His face was stiff, and his tongue was thick as he swilled his mouth and spat bloody water into the bowl the assistant held for him. 

“It will hurt for a few days,” Clara said, as she pulled the mask from her face. “Can you stick around?”

“Why?”

“In case of infection. I’d like you to come back at the end of the week, before you go back east. Surely, you’ve got a few days leave?”

“I’ll call Ittoqqortoormiit.”

“Good,” she said. “Oh, and if you’re wondering what to do while you’re here, then you should definitely go to Katuaq, the cultural centre, later this afternoon. There’s an exhibition of Tupilaq and other bone carvings. The artist will be there. He’s getting an award. You should check it out. I think he’s from Ittoqqortoormiit, also.”

“What’s his name?”

“Ah, just a minute. Let me see if I can find it,” Clara said, as she checked her smartphone, scrolling through her mail, the tip of her short, rounded nail clacking on the screen. “I get Katuaq’s newsletter,” she said. “Here we are. His name is Nappartuku Mikkiki.”

“Tuku?” Maratse said, as he took his jacket from the hook on the wall.

“You know him?”

“We’ve met.”

“Then you must go,” Clara said. She checked her phone again. “Would you believe he’s eighty-one?”

“Iiji,” Maratse said. He shook the dentist’s hand and walked out. 

Maratse nodded at the little boy as he crossed the waiting room floor and opened the door to the street. He clumped down the wooden stairs and stepped onto the gritty road, scuffing tiny stones beneath his boots as he lit a cigarette. Maratse winced as the smoke curled into the new gap between his teeth at the back of his mouth, shrugged at the pain and clamped the cigarette between his lips. He stuffed his hands into his jacket pockets and walked towards the cultural centre. He thought about going into the police station opposite Katuaq to organise his leave, and then decided it could wait – they weren’t expecting him before the following morning.

The exhibition poster in the window of the cultural centre caught Maratse’s eye as he walked towards the door. He stopped in front of it, finished his cigarette and studied the fierce black eyes of nanoq – the polar bear – that Tuku had set inside the head of a creamy figure carved from the tooth of the narwhal. Lots of Greenlandic artists, mostly men, carved animals and the more grotesque Tupilaq from whale bone and reindeer antlers. Maratse had seen many fine examples, including those he had confiscated from tourists trying to take them out of the country. There was no problem with figures and jewellery made from antlers, soapstone, and wood, but whale and bear products were restricted under the CITES agreement, which Maratse grew tired of explaining to angry tourists at the airport.

“We weren’t told,” they would say, and, often, it was true. 

“We want our money back,” they would demand, only to be told that there was nothing to be done.

But Tuku’s work, Maratse knew, was only sold in reputable gift shops, and mostly to Danes who, after living for a minimum of six months in Greenland, were allowed to take whale products back to Denmark. Tuku had a particular style, a signature tilt of the figure’s head, and his name neatly scrawled on the base. His artistic eye, Maratse believed, came from the time Tuku had spent on the ice as a hunter. He could carve the raven’s wing, as if the feathers brushed his face while he bent over the bone with the hobby drill. He had seen the polar bear roar, caught the huff of its rancid breath, and would capture the same in the figures he carved, his fingers stiff with age and a lingering cold, but not the slightest shake of the hand.

Maratse checked his watch, discovered he had an hour before Tuku was scheduled to speak, and found a seat at a table in the cultural centre’s café. He ordered coffee, tugged his book from his pocket and started to read, ignoring the café’s thick pine wood and glass interior in favour of fictive sands.

The worms of Dune tilted their heads as they broke the surface of the desert planet. Maratse drifted with them, absently reaching for his coffee, ignoring the ache in his gums as he sipped, letting his thoughts run wild with the idea of Tuku carving Tupilaq from the tooth of a desert worm. He put down the coffee mug and turned the page, only to pause as someone sat down at his table. Maratse lowered the book to his lap and smiled.

“Hello Piitalaat,” he said.

“My name is still Petra,” Petra said. “Or Constable Jensen.”

“I like Piitalaat.”

“I know,” she said. “But, enough about that. Why are you here and why didn’t you call?” Petra leaned back in her chair, pressing the collars of her police jacket flat against her shoulders, before crossing her arms over her chest.

“I only arrived this morning.”

“But you knew you were coming.”

“Iiji.”

“And still, you didn’t call.”

Petra’s lips curled in one corner, dimpling her cheek as her eyes glistened. She started to laugh, and Maratse laughed with her.

“It’s good to see you,” he said.

“And you,” she said. “But I still don’t know why you are here.”

“Dentist.”

“Really?” Petra wrinkled her nose. “Was it bad?”

“It was like pulling teeth…” Maratse reached for his coffee and hid his smile behind the lip of the mug.

“That was bad,” Petra said, as Maratse nodded. “Well, bad jokes aside, are you here to see Nappartuku Mikkiki?”

“The dentist said I should.”

“Oh, well if she said so…”

“And I’ve got nothing else to do.”

Petra sighed. “Of course not. But then, if you’d called, we could have made plans. Then you wouldn’t be bored.”

“I didn’t say I was bored,” Maratse said. He lifted his book from his lap and slid it onto the table.

“And how many times have you read that one?” Petra held up her hand. “If it’s more than once, I don’t want to know.” She pushed back her chair and stood up, curling loose strands of hair behind her ears as she waited for Maratse. “Come on,” she said. “They’re starting soon, and I don’t want to miss Nivi’s speech.”

“Who?”

“Nivi Winther? She’s the Minister for Education, Culture, Church and Foreign Affairs, but everyone knows she has a good chance of becoming Greenland’s First Minister. I want to hear her talk.”

“That’s why you came?”

“Of course. I’m not really interested in Tupilaq. You should know that.”

Maratse stood up and stuffed his book into his pocket. He walked beside Petra to the concert hall, glancing at her as she slipped her arm around his.

“What?” she said.

“Nothing.”

“Maratse, you’re on sick leave, and I’m off duty, and Gaba is on the other side of Nuuk right now, at a domestic.”

“Gaba?”

“You remember Gaba Alatak? Leader of the SRU?” Petra said, as they stepped inside the concert hall and found two seats in one of the middle rows.

“I remember,” Maratse said, as they sat down.

“Gaba and I are maybe seeing each other. I haven’t decided yet.” Petra leaned back in her seat and crossed her legs. “But never mind that. What about you? What have you done since Ilulissat?”

“Ilulissat?”

“When we caught the woman stealing the patterns?” Petra leaned forwards and turned her head to stare at Maratse. “Are you all right? Is it the anaesthetic? Or are you in pain?”
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