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            VENGEANCE
      

         

         Odense, May 1945

         At least I witnessed the euphoria of Liberation Day.

         First the words broadcast on the BBC evening news—“Here is London…”—a brief silence, then shouts of joy. A feeling the city came alive in the moment darkness fell over our rooftops. Just like everyone else, I ran out onto the streets. We all wanted to see our neighbours, share this moment with them, burn the black-out curtains we loathed. Bonfires blazed, and the curtains curled and died in the flames. It was as if a plague, a deadly epidemic, had finally eased its stranglehold.

         We knew it would happen, of course, that the day that proved to be a night would come. It was windy, the air was cool, but we were warmed by an immense joy shared with our fellow men. And it extended into the following day, the official Liberation Day after German occupation of Denmark. Grey clouds hung over the emancipated land, it was raining, but nothing could prevent our celebrations. How were we to know this Saturday would prove to be the bloodiest of the Occupation; as the war ended elsewhere in Europe, it broke out in Odense. Throughout the city, battles between the Danish Resistance and German soldiers raged. Gunfire and explosions erupted in the streets. No one understood why, and the consequences were gruesome: multiple dead and wounded—men, women and children.

          
      

         The casualty and operating theatres were on red alert. Odense Hospital had called every available staff member to duty. My team alone performed six major operations that day. Internal bleeding, broken bones, amputation of a shattered limb. For an extended period, the regular routine of the surgical ward was fraught in panic, people were yelling instructions at one another, and there were bloody footprints on the grey linoleum corridors. I felt as if I had been catapulted into a field hospital in a warzone. Suspended in turmoil, everything felt unreal, like the narrative of a grotesque novel. We struggled to maintain an overview, maintain an effective sequence in our surgical procedures, prioritise the most critical patients—and acknowledge the fact when it was clear nothing more could be done.

         Many of the people wounded that day had lost so much blood that they were declared dead on arrival. Others died on the operating table. Most were adults, but not all.

          
      

         It was late in the afternoon when two ambulancemen rushed in with a severely injured patient. They had done what they could to stop the massive bleeding, but the injuries were severe, and the patient was in hypovolemic shock because he had lost more than half his bodily blood supply. When the ambulancemen reached our operating theatre and stopped to catch their breath on the corridor, one of my colleagues rushed to the door to assist, and I walked after her as fast as I could; as a rule, we never ran on our ward. My colleague bent over the gurney, and as she turned the patient’s head towards her, her own face crumbled, and I knew she wasn’t in any state to help. This would only make matters worse. Sobbing openly, my colleague tried to utter something, but I wasn’t listening. I pushed her aside and looked into the face of the patient. It was just a boy, about ten years old.

         Without expecting to find one, I felt the boy’s neck for a pulse. It was 150, much too fast, and his skin was cold to the touch. I looked at his face. Dirty, blood-smeared, a crust around the mouth. Eyes almost closed. Had it not been for the tachycardic heart rhythm, I would have taken him for dead on arrival.

         At that moment, there had been a lull in the otherwise constant stream of incoming patients, and the ambulancemen helped us get the boy into the operating theatre. We only had time for the bare essential sterilisation of operating tools. The going was slippery, the blood clung to the rubber soles of my clogs, but no one had time to mop the floor. The boy’s left arm had severe lesions that were bleeding profusely, and the tendons and arteries were exposed. One of my colleagues cut off what remained of the boy’s clothing while I clamped the arteries in his arm and called for a blood transfusion. Instruments rattled in their sterile, stainless steel bowls. The chief surgeon came, his sterilised hands raised in the air, and we got to work.

          
      

         Later, I read the boy’s name in the newspapers: Frantz. He was ten years old. Frantz had been playing behind Skt. Hedvigsøstrenes Orphanage on Absalonsgade when a hand grenade came hurtling over the wall. Six children were injured, including Frantz, in a blast of grenade fragments. Once we started operating, it became clear the injuries to the arm and shoulder were serious, but the damage to his abdomen was much worse because the liver was perforated, practically cut in half, resulting in massive internal bleeding. It was a miracle he had made it to the hospital alive.

         While we did our best to save the boy, the chief surgeon suddenly lowered the sterile wound hook I had just put in his hand. I followed his gaze. The boy’s face was chalk-white; he was no longer with us. The rapid heart rate was gone. I felt some relief because we would never have been able to save his life. For a moment, it was as if I saw the boy’s soul leaving his mangled body, circle once under the ceiling, and disappear out the window. I felt my throat constrict, but I took a firm hold on my emotions and stepped away from the operating table. I looked up at the surgeon. His face was serious, albeit almost devoid of expression. We nodded to each other, understood we had done what we could.

         This time, it wasn’t Chief Surgeon Schmidt. It was another doctor, an elderly man called Professor Ohlson, who was close to his retirement. But when all hell broke loose, he rose to the challenge, became young again, fought like a lion to save lives. Afterwards, he sank into himself, as if a wet rag. A few months later, he left the hospital. The horrors of that day had spent his final reserves.

          
      

         When I finally left the hospital that evening, I was so exhausted that my hands were shaking. I fumbled for my cigarettes in the breast pocket of my nurse’s uniform. Stood under the grey skies for a moment. Filled my lungs with fresh air before lighting up. Then I slowly made my way down the street.

         I knew I had done everything in my power to save the patient, in the spirit of the original Nightingale Pledge. That was enough. I wouldn’t have nightmares about that day on the surgical ward. My ordeal lay ahead of me. So soon that I didn’t finish my cigarette.

          
      

         I would so dearly love to say it was my fault. It might sound strange to some people, but for me, it would have made everything a little easier if I had been to blame; part of my pain was shame. A sense of guilt. Yes, I knew a young man named Leo. Yes, I loved him. And yes, he was a soldier in the occupying forces. I didn’t know that when we first met, but ignorance is no excuse.

         Leo was a German soldier. He wouldn’t deny it, but he could hide it if he wanted to; he spoke Danish flawlessly, and without the trace of a German accent. His family had lived in Southern Jutland for generations—on Als island and on the Jutland peninsula—and at the dawn of time, his forefathers were probably Danes. He was born in the year of the reunification of Southern Jutland and Northern Schleswig in 1920, so his parents belonged to the German minority in Denmark, but they counted as Danish citizens in the 1930s, when Hitler’s propaganda machine agitated in Southern Jutland with a vengeance. Leo told me how difficult the situation had been for his parents; they identified with Germans, but not with the Nazi regime. Leo was called to duty and sent north, first to Jutland, then Odense. And it was here we met on Kongensgade, one fine summer evening.

          
      

         My parents had seen a Danish film in the cinema called You Will Be Punished, and the very next day, my mother came to visit me. She had bought me a ticket to see the film as well. It was a gift, she said. I was flabbergasted; she had never done anything like this before.

         “Why?” I asked.

         She hesitated for a moment before replying.

         “I think this is a film all young folks ought to see,” she said.

         I remember I had seen a write-up of the film in Fyn’s Venstreblad in the staffroom at work. ‘Morally enlightening’ is the expression the journalist had used to described it. The phrase caught my attention. Not that ‘enlightenment’ would ordinarily lure me into the cinema, but during the final years of the Occupation, you rarely had the opportunity for entertainment.

         So I accepted my mother’s gift and found myself in the cinema on my own one Thursday evening. I guess I did find it entertaining to some extent, but hardly educational because it appeared to be about loose morals and sexually transmitted diseases. The plot was ludicrous: a charming young man meets a woman in Tivoli gardens, and she infects him with the clap. I practically had an entire seat row for the early performance to myself, huddled in the dark, and I couldn’t help suppressing the occasional laugh at the idiotic behaviour of the male character, who was so easy to fool. It seemed as if I was the only one laughing, but then I noticed a man sitting diagonally in front of me who seemed to cackle at the same scenes I found ridiculous. I could just make out his neck and shoulders and part of his profile.

         The story ended badly for the charmer, and when the film was over, a row of commercials came on screen, followed by a news bulletin. Some people in the audience got to their feet and left, but the man in front of me stayed behind, and so did I.

         The news was sympathetic to the German cause. Scattered cheers and a wolf whistle erupted from the audience. The lights were dimmed, and soldiers marched across the screen, but then the picture froze without warning, and a sharp glare burned through the celluloid image. For a moment, everything was quiet. Then I heard a guttural sound coming from the man who had shared a laugh with me, or rather, something between soft laughter and a snigger.

         When the lights finally came on, I stood up and put on my jacket. I didn’t catch a glimpse of the nice man because he was already moving down the centre aisle, descending the short flight of stairs to the exit. I stuck my hand in my pocket and fished for my cigarettes, but when I clicked my lighter, it was dead. I shrugged to myself and made my way to the exit, my cigarette still dangling between my lips.

         At the main entrance, people were standing around casually, reading the posters on thick pillars outside, which advertised forthcoming films in white angular letters above the glass display: Liberty, Equality and Louise. I recognised his profile: an angular chin and smartly cut brown hair. He turned his head as I emerged between the pillars, and he must have seen the cigarette in my mouth, because he was holding out his lighter. He remained standing where he was. But he smiled. And he clicked his lighter in the space between us. I smiled back. Then I took three or four steps towards him and bent over the flame.

         It is said true beauty comes from within. But you only notice this once you get to know someone. The superficial beauty is the kind that catches your eye on the street—and Leo caught mine. He was a very handsome man. Tall with broad shoulders. A striking face and inquisitive, intelligent eyes. And that night, at the cinema, he was elegantly dressed in a light grey jacket with dark slacks. His shoes were well-polished, and they were the same colour as his hair. All this I took in within a matter of seconds before I bent over the flame of his lighter, the smell of meths in my nostrils. I held the tip of my cigarette in the flame, and when I lifted my gaze, I looked into his eyes. He was quite young, I thought, but he had laugh-lines around his eyes. I liked that.

         “Thanks,” I said.

         He didn’t reply, just nodded and smiled again. His voice I only heard a few moments later. I had turned and was already on my way down the street, but he seemed to be headed the same way, and when he spoke to me, I replied. We exchanged a few words when we reached the corner of Vestergade.

         It didn’t occur to me he wasn’t a civilian. The thought he was a German soldier on leave, all dressed up, perhaps in the hope of meeting a girl, never crossed my mind.

          
      

         Over the next three months, we saw each other as often as we could. Always in secret. It was the summer of ‘44, just after the allies went ashore at Normandy. I knew—I know—Leo wasn’t a Nazi sympathiser—on the contrary—and he hadn’t volunteered to join the army. I believed him when he said he wanted nothing more than to feel like a Dane again, that all he wanted was to get rid of the uniform and put the war behind him.

         Two weeks later, he came to see me at my flat on Nedergade. We tried as best we could not to let anyone see us, but of course people did: my neighbour, a postman, the little boy from downstairs. It might be one of them who betrayed me. Or someone else I knew.

         Was it a crime? Was it wrong? Can love be wrong? Because I did love him. And he loved me. We had started making plans for our life after the war. Peace. Work. Children. A home.

         And then, without warning, he was gone. Despite reports from the news agents, the allies advanced. The Germans mobilised every artillery at their disposal. I never saw Leo again, and I assumed he had died in battle at the Atlantic front or in the Ardennes.

         Never had I cried so much. My heart was broken, and never would I have believed that, on account of our love, something even worse than losing Leo could befall me.

         There are always people jealous of the happiness of others. And in a small community, nothing stays hidden. So when the roaches crawled out of the crevices on Liberation Day, they knew about the soldier Leo and his Danish girlfriend. Later, I found my name in one of those forbidden magazines eager to expose suspects of treason—regardless of concrete proof one way or the other. They knew who I was and where I came from, where I lived, where I worked, and they knew my daily routines. They had a plan. Carefully worked out. They would exact the vengeance they believed was theirs.

         I knew none of them, but they knew me. And when I left the hospital on the 5th
          of May, they were waiting for me.

          
      

         Sometimes I wonder who they were. But most of all, I wonder who I was before it happened. On the eve of the 4th
          of May 1945, who was she, the girl called Molly Dahl? She celebrated with her neighbours, and I remember the joy and exhilaration she felt that evening. She laughed and laughed, and the carpenter who lived next door to her—a kind man with a pretty wife and three children—brought out a bottle of Gordon’s gin and poured us tots in tiny glasses, which we couldn’t get enough of. We stood side by side before a stinking fire. The carpenter passed his neighbour the bottle, and she drank straight out of it. She got a little drunk, she did, but I remember that evening so clearly, as if it were yesterday.

         She was recently qualified, young but ambitious. Yes, that was absolutely true. A skilled nurse. Happy and… trusting? Yes, I think it is fair to say she was. I never used to be afraid of people. I never used to flinch when they looked at me. Men. I even I appreciated their attention. I knew men found me attractive. But I wasn’t afraid. I think I know that. But it is as if I can’t remember how that feels. As if outside myself, looking in. Molly Dahl is standing next to the kind carpenter, laughing and smiling at everyone. I can’t believe I was that girl.

         My connection to that girl was cut. I became another. Or a woman, rather than a girl.

      
   


   
      
         
            THE SCISSORS
      

         

         I spotted them too late.

         That morning, after I had been called to work, I discovered the rear wheel of my bicycle had a puncture. Unable to take my bike as usual, I hurried over to Flakhaven and took a tram to work instead.

         At the end of the day, I needed to clear my head, and I was exhausted, so I decided to walk home, perhaps gain some distance from the horror I had experienced in the operating theatre. The weather was fine with a hint of spring in the air, and I only lived about two and a half kilometres down the road.

         The rest of them must have been hiding behind the stone mason’s building, near the entrance to the churchyard, because I saw only one of them, a woman, standing by the gate that led to the graveyard. I had no reason to be suspicious of her, but when I reached the gate, I was surprised a complete stranger would address me, before I even registered what the woman had said to me.

         “You filthy Nazi whore.”

         Her voice was barely more than a whisper, and the words were so shocking that, at first, I thought—desperately hoped—I had misunderstood her. But then I turned around, saw the rest of the angry mob, and realised at once I was in danger. The woman’s face was pale and angry, and I knew they had been waiting for me.

         Seven men and two women.

         The words the men flung at me were disgusting, but it was only later when I recalled the most scathing insults had come from the women. And the women were the ones who kicked me hardest; vicious like fighting cats, hissing and spitting in my face as they tore my clothing, slapped my face and punched me in my belly.

         I ran blindly and as fast as I could up the path and saw a single figure beyond the next gate. It was a man. I stopped and called for his help, but he didn’t appear to hear me and simply quickened his pace without turning around. The mob was right behind me now. Someone grabbed my arm, and the next thing I knew, I was being dragged in among the gravestones. I kicked and screamed for all I was worth.

         Someone hissed a string of insults in my right ear, and I lashed out with my elbow, hitting the person in the face, and I heard a high-pitched yowl that must have come from one of the women. I had lost my sense of direction now, the squealing woman had disappeared, but I realised we were in a clearing between the shrubbery and trees. I caught a glimpse of grandiose gravestones, one of them with a man-sized bronze statue of a shepherd, a long staff, and two lambs at his feet.

         Then I felt a blow to the head, yet another blow, and everything began to spin around me. Hands all over me. Clawing at my clothing, ripping it to shreds. I kept lashing out, and they kept beating me. They knocked me over, and I was immediately pinned to the ground. Looking up, I recognised the woman I had hit in the face. Her nose was broken, and the blood was streaming down her chin. It looked hideous, as if a wild animal had gorged a pound of flesh of its prey.

         “You filthy slut,” a woman said, slapping me so hard in the face that I tasted blood.

         Then she reached down and started tearing at the straps of my uniform. I tried to resist, but two men were kneeling on my arms. I looked up into their faces. One of them leered at me, and his teeth shone yellow in the fading light. The straps of my uniform gave, and the woman pulled back and held something up to her bloody face.

         “Molly,” she read. “Molly Dahl.”

         She threw my nametag and something else over her shoulder, but I didn’t see what it was.

         The woman bent down once more and ripped the remainder of my clothing to shreds, eagerly assisted by the men, who worked their way downwards. I lay prostrate on the grass while their laughter rang in my ears. The men held my arms down, and the woman with the broken nose sat on top of me, straddling my thighs. Dipping a cloth-covered stick into what looked like a jam jar in her hand, she began painting on my skin. I felt the chill of her makeshift brush against my abdomen, stroke after stroke. I writhed on the ground, but they held me fast, and the woman kept making rapid lashes across my belly. Working her way upwards, she tore off my brassiere and continued over my naked breasts. One of the men whistled, a grotesque catcall, as if flirting with a beautiful girl on the street. I looked up into his red face, his leering eyes. When he lifted his hand to wipe the sweat from his brow, I noticed a tattoo on the upper surface of his forearm, the letters of a word, but I couldn’t make out what it said. He laughed and slapped me in the face.

         The woman stood up to admire her handiwork.

         “Let it dry a bit,” she said to the men, and they tightened their grip, sending a sharp pain up my arms.

         By now, I was too tired to resist, but found the strength from God knows where when I heard the blades of a pair of scissors right next to my ear, and someone took hold of the hair and started to uncoil my braids. Another blow to the head. And then everything seemed to drift into space, the sound of the scissors a distant clang.

         Later, I realised it was because my body’s reserves were spent, that sheer exhaustion had overpowered the adrenaline in my blood, granting me a moment’s peace.

      
   


   
      
         
            A LIVING HELL
      

         

         Odense, September 1950

         You can never be yourself. In a mid-sized town like Odense, prying eyes are watching you—from every corner. Had I been living in the sticks, there might have been less people, but every man and his dog would know who I was, which would have been even worse because then everyone would want to know who and what I was before. And once they knew that, no one would ever let me forget what I had lost.

          
      

         After a five-year absence, I had returned to Odense; I had fled immediately after the end of the Occupation. For a long time, I filled temporary vacancies at various hospitals, from one end of Jutland to the other. Once I had regained sufficient calm and composure to take on a full-time post, I took on a nurse’s position at Faaborg Hospital on the west coast of Funen. But I wanted my old life back. Going home was part of that. Or so I thought. I worked as much as I could because when I was at the hospital, my life made sense. My mind stopped hurtling into the past. But even I needed a break occasionally.

          
      

         It was autumn, the sun was shining, and despite myself, I felt a prick of optimism, and I went into Brockmann’s Café. But when my coffee arrived, the feeling had gone. I sipped at my cup, but regretted the impulse bitterly; there were other guests, of course, who kept casting stolen glances over their slices of cake, cups and saucers, newspapers. Hats resting on the table next to them.

         The men always stare the most. And it makes me wish I were someone else. I know what they want, these men of all ages: schoolboys, dandies, kindly fathers, balding merchants who puff on their fat cigars. Once—no, since the end of the war, it must be at least two or three men who have made this observation—it was said I looked like the actress Lauren Bacall. I don’t think it is true; Bacall looks like a fickle, uptown girl. I confess the first time someone mentioned the likeness, I went home and studied my face in the mirror. He might have a point, I admitted to myself at the time, but it was shortly after the spring of 1945, my hair was still short, and my eyes still displayed the fear that lurked behind. Yes, I looked an actress, despite the fearful eyes. It is still there, the fear. Even if I have become more adept at hiding it—behind a Bacall-esque mask?

          
      

         When I came home from Brockmann’s, I found a letter waiting for me. My heart skipped a beat when I saw the mark on the envelope. I am not sure why because it wasn’t that important to me anyway. It was just an opportunity to get away, find some peace—somewhere far away from Denmark. The large blood-red cross stamped on the back need not mean anything. I told myself it could be the rejection I had been expecting.

         I had read in the newspaper that thousands of nurses had applied for the maximum of fifty positions advertised by the Danish Red Cross. I wondered why I had bothered to apply at all. The thought was bizarre: me, Nurse Dahl, on a ship. Holed up in a tiny cabin with someone else, perhaps several other people… Proximity to others. It could be my own living hell.

         I ripped open the envelope and read the letter.

         
            To: Molly Dahl
      

            12 September 1950
      

         

          
      

         
            Thank you for your application to participate in the hospital ship M/S JUTLANDIA’S voyage to Korea. Our mission has attracted great interest from Danish nurses, and the Danish Red Cross has received thousands of applications for the positions advertised.
      

            Despite our gratitude for this overwhelming response, we can only offer an interview to a select number of applicants. It is with great pleasure that I can inform you that you are one of the candidates selected.
      

            You are hereby invited to an interview at the headquarters of the Danish Red Cross, Platanvej 22, Copenhagen, on Monday, 18th
          September at 14:00. Please bring all other relevant papers, including your qualification certificates, recommendations, and any other documents that were not already attached to your application.
      

            Yours sincerely,

J. Roos

Recruitment Manager
      

         

         I closed my eyes and took a deep breath. I wasn’t sure whether I should regard the letter as good or bad news. Did I really want to travel so far away? And even if this were my wish, did the letter really mean I had come a step closer to fulfilling it? Surely hundreds of nurses were invited to an interview? It was a standard letter; it was obvious a different typewriter had inserted my name and the time and date of the interview. But at the bottom, there was a note in the same typeset as the letter.

         
            P.S. I ought to add that you have been called to an interview despite your relative youth. We expect that the work on board Jutlandia will be extremely arduous, and we are making every effort to recruit experienced personnel, with a certain degree of maturity and robust endurance, which is essential for this kind of mission. Our decision to consider your suitability as a potential candidate is based on our assessment that your supporting documents indicate that you have garnered extensive experience as a theatre nurse—despite your relative youth.
      

            J/R
      

         

         Yes, Doctor Schmidt had written an excellent recommendation. Not that this surprised me because Schmidt and I worked together well. And his professional manner towards me always left no doubt he regarded me as nothing other than a skilled nurse. A valued colleague. Even so, I felt as if his confidence went beyond what one might expect from an exclusively professional relationship. I knew he didn’t look at me the way most other men did. And I didn’t think it had anything to do with his relative youth; he was the youngest chief surgeon we had on staff, not yet turned forty.

         Schmidt was a brilliant surgeon, even the best Odense Hospital had to offer. And it was the practical aspects of surgery that interested me most, the chance to reconstruct something that had fallen apart, enable a body to function again, after it had been broken and torn into pieces. I preferred working with somatic injuries and suffering, acute trauma. I could see myself in a lazaret in a warzone. Working as a field nurse. Perhaps I would get the chance to do so now, in Korea.

          
      

         I knew absolutely nothing about the country, although I had a sense it was relatively small on the world map, similar to Denmark, and this could be part of the explanation why so many Danes felt some identification with the fate of South Korea. Did the invasion remind them of the Germans’ arrival on the 9th
          of April?

         What Korea looked like on a map, whether it lay close to the equator, or south of it, was beyond my basic concept of geography. Could it be early spring in Korea?

         I picked my old school atlas off the shelf. A tattered textbook I had forgotten to return the day I left high school. I slapped it open on my wobbly kitchen table, setting off a cloud of dust. On page two, I found a map of the world. From an east/west perspective, Denmark lay approximately in the centre. I let my eyes wander eastwards: Mongolia, China, Russia, Japan… And there it was: Korea. A part of Japan. I turned the atlas over and checked the colophon: 1926. So I was two years old when the atlas was published, and the map hadn’t been updated since the end of the Second World War, but it would have to do.

         This much I knew: Korea was no longer a part of Japan; similar to Berlin, it had been divided between the victors of the war.

         Geographically, Korea was still located where it was, even though political realities had changed. It was a small country, albeit significantly larger than Denmark. I traced its size on the map. The country was approximately the same size as Italy, and to my mind, Korea resembled a human appendix in cross section in an anatomy textbook. Dangling below the peninsula stretched the Chinese landmass, shaped like the large intestine. Japan, a country destroyed by atom bombs in the war, was located where the rectum would be. Even on the map, Korea looked wretched, I mused. As if a frayed cloth at the fringe of the Pacific Ocean.

          
      

         As the pitch dark fell over my little flat in Odense, I stared at the countries on the other side of the globe, imagined the flurry on the islands, large and small, in that part of the Pacific. I tried to find the route from Denmark to that part of the earth. I didn’t know if it was the correct one, whether the captain of a large ship would choose another, but it was, without a shadow of a doubt, an incredibly long sea journey.

         I closed the atlas and put on the stove. Warmed the leftover soup from the day before. It was all I had in the fridge. It would do just fine.

      
   


   
      
         
            ARE YOU A DOCTOR, SIR?
      

         

         Copenhagen, 18 September 1950

         A pleasant dark-haired man welcomed me to the Danish headquarters of the Red Cross on Platanvej. I guessed he was about forty years old. Extending his hand, he introduced himself as Mr Ronald Arvidsen.

         “Good afternoon, Miss Dahl,” he said with a smile. “Do sit down,” he added, indicating a chair that had green faux-leather upholstery, before taking a seat behind the desk.

         His smile still firmly in place, he reached for a file in front of him, opened it and cast a glance inside. He nodded to himself, then fixed his eyes on me for about three seconds before beginning the interview.

         “You’re a nurse in Odense?”

         I nodded in reply.

         “Completed your training in ‘43?”

         “Yes.”

         He leaned back in his chair. Smiled again.

         “And you’re sure you’d like to participate in the Jutlandia mission?” he said. The smile had disappeared. “You’re aware it could be an exceptionally brutal experience?”

         I nodded again.

         “We’re at pains to warn all applicants in advance. Jutlandia will be in a warzone for the greater part of the mission. There’ll be a high number of critically injured patients who require attention simultaneously. Can you handle a situation like this? Can you imagine what this would be like, Miss Dahl?”

         “I’m a theatre nurse, Mr Arvidsen,” I said.

         He cast another glance in his file. “I can see that. But I doubt you’ve treated men injured in battle? Severe gunshot wounds? Have you seen men die on the operating table? Have you assisted with amputations?”

         “Yes,” I said.

         “But not under the circumstances I’ve described, after all, Miss Dahl? Have you seen severe gunshot lesions?”

         “Yes, I have.”

         He quirked an eyebrow at me. “Where? If I may be so bold to ask.”

         “Do you remember the 5th
          of May in Odense?” I asked.

         “Liberation Day?”

         My gaze wandered to the window. All at once, the stillness of the Red Cross building reminded me of that day. It had been quiet on the ward before they came in—the injured and the dead.

         “I remember it very well,” said Arvidsen quietly. “And you were there? On the surgical ward in Odense Hospital?”

         “The whole day. Fourteen hours,” I said.

         I looked at the file lying open in front of him, then at him, his unmarked face. “Are you a doctor, Sir?” I asked.

         “I… No,” he said. The question surprised him. “I’m a… a clerk for the Red Cross.”

         And just like that, the balance between us shifted. It wasn’t necessary to say any more.

         He looked down at the file. Took out the top page and laid it down on the table next to him. It was my filled-out application form. The second page—Chief Surgeon Schmidt’s recommendation, I noticed—he held before him and started to read aloud. His lips moved slightly as he read, and I could follow the words because I practically knew them by heart…

         
            … an exceptionally skilled nurse. I have worked alongside Nurse Dahl for just over a year, and she has often impressed me with her impeccable composure and professionalism in critical—often highly fraught and unpleasant—situations. Despite her youthful age, Miss Dahl is by far the best theatre nurse I have had on my team. I was not stationed at Odense Hospital during the tragic circumstances in May ‘45, but Molly was there, and I have heard from many colleagues that she acquitted herself with the utmost …
      

         

         Recruitment Officer Arvidsen looked up from his papers. The expression on his face had changed. Clearly he hadn’t read Doctor Schmidt’s letter in advance.

         “Thank you for coming in, Miss Dahl,” he said. “Your application is very… impressive… You’ll hear from us soon.”

         He put the letter of recommendation down next to the file. Rose to his feet and nodded at me.

         I nodded in reply.

         Without further comment, I rose from my chair, turned on my heel and made for the door.

      
   


   
      
         
            ACCEPTED
      

         

         Odense, 22 September 1950

         The waiting time was a little harder to bear than I had expected. After the interview with Arvidsen, I found myself hoping I could go. But to my surprise, I got a reply from the Red Cross the very next Friday. On my way to work, I was met by the postman coming up the stairs. He stopped me on the landing of the first floor so he wouldn’t have to climb all the stairs to the third.

         It had only been four days since the interview in Copenhagen. The thought crossed my mind that they might send out the rejections first. I wasn’t confident my application would succeed, because Arvidsen might have been offended. I chided myself bitterly. Are you a doctor, Sir?! What the hell was I thinking?!

         The postman had a stack of letters in his hand. He flipped through them, and I caught a glimpse of the red cross on the front. He handed me two letters; the other was my electricity bill. I thanked him and checked my watch. I didn’t have time to go back upstairs, and I didn’t want to open the letter in public. So I continued down the stairs, barely registering the postman’s pleasantries about the weather—which was fine that day—and I was looking forward to the short cycle to work.

         I took a moment to enjoy the sunshine on a bench facing the red-brick façade of the hospital. I took the letter out of my pocket.

         The reply was very brief.

         
            The Danish Red Cross hereby confirms that you have been selected as a staff nurse on the hospital ship M/S Jutlandia…
      

         

         I closed my eyes. A series of images flashed through my mind. The large white ship I had seen pictures of in the newspaper. The sea, palm trees on faraway shores. Strange lands, strange people. War. This would be my life in just a few months. I read the letter again. Then I glanced at my watch and pushed to my feet.

          
      

         Chief Surgeon Schmidt was alone in the staffroom when I came in. I smiled at him in greeting, and he lifted his coffee cup, as if raising a toast. He had spread the morning papers on the table before him, and his pipe was stuck in the corner of his mouth. I poured myself a cup at the hatch and sat down opposite him at the table.

         “Good morning, Molly,” he said, returning my smile, and I could see from his expression he had something on his mind; his brown eyes were sparkling with curiosity.

         “Good morning,” I said.

         I didn’t use his name, even though he had insisted—on several occasions—that I call him ‘Jan’. Not least because he called me ‘Molly’. Be that as it may, I wouldn’t dream of it. I just couldn’t. So in conversation, I simply avoided addressing him directly.

         He refolded his newspaper and pushed it to the middle of the table. On the front page was a large picture of Jutlandia with the title Home to Nakskov. Schmidt glanced at the picture. Eyed me curiously again.

         “I guess I should have known better,” he said. Fine wrinkles appeared on his brow.

         “I’m not sure what you mean, Doctor?”

         He took his pipe out of his mouth. Regarded it pensively for a moment.

         “I should have known why you requested that recommendation from me,” he said, jabbing the pipe at the article. “And you got the job, of course.”

         I wondered how he knew I had applied for a position. Apparently, he also knew I had been accepted. They must have called him up on the phone, I realised, belatedly. It was an exceptionally good recommendation, after all, so good that one might be forgiven for thinking I had written it myself—and borrowed the official stamp from his desk!

         “Yes,” I said, patting the breast pocket of my uniform. “I’ve just received their letter of acceptance. Looks like I’m going to Korea.”

         “Damn,” he said, with a smile. But his eyes were serious. He rested his pipe on the ashtray. “It’s our loss,” he said. “I mean it, Molly. I hope you’ll return to us when the mission is over.”

         It was all I could do to nod, fixing my eyes on the tabletop. I honestly had no idea what I would do when I got back. Or rather, I hadn’t given it any thought.

         If I returned at all.

      
   


   
      
         
            THE RIVER
      

         

         North Korea, 1950

         Yun dips her toe into the Taedong River. It runs past the outskirts of their village, and changes constantly throughout the year. Yun knows its tides so well; after the downpours of winter, muddy and heavy, the water gushes past, flooding the riverbanks, sometimes reaching right up to their house, and they—Yun, her brother Choi and their father—dig a canal to divert the water around it. In the summer times, the river still runs strong, but it is so clear that she can still see the fishes near the bottom, their shadows on the riverbed, as they patiently wait for their prey. It is late summer now, and Yun can feel the water is starting to cool, sending a shiver down her spine.

         Yun and Choi are the same age. Only ten, deep breaths separated them on the day they were born. According to her mother. And she would know. Eleven years have passed since they came to this world in this small village in the northern regions of Korea, and they have spent every day of their lives together.

         Naturally, her parents were overjoyed the day they were born, but it wasn’t easy, because Yun is a girl, and even though Choi is a boy, his head is slow. There are many things Choi can’t understand. Some people in the village say her brother is stupid as a mule. Sometimes the ten breaths that separated them at birth seem like ten years.

         Yun knows that several times in the past her father had to sell off parts of their land to survive. The elders in the village shake their heads, as if they know the hardship of the family is due to the twins: a girl too clever for her own good, and a boy that doesn’t fit in.

         Hard labour has cut deep lines into their father’s face. The skin on his palms is like rough stone. Her father toils daily for the food on their table and the clothes on their backs. He doesn’t even bother to kick the nosy chicken out of his way on the dust yard. Every other evening, their neighbour Mr Lee comes to their house. A smile on his lips, as if just popping in with a gift. As if he wishes them well. But Yun knows all he wants is to buy the remainder of their land. She used to think Mr Lee was a kind man. But not anymore. She knows better. Mr Lee is rich man. And her father is a poor man, who keeps getting poorer.

         Yun is old enough to understand what is happening to her family, and it makes her sad to see her parents struggle. But today, she is just a carefree girl, swimming in the river with her twin brother.

         Choi is laughing. For the fifth time, he dives off the fallen tree into the river. He stays underwater a long time. Yun isn’t worried because she knows he can hold his breath a lot longer than she can. His mind might be weak, but his body is strong. Yun loves him so much. No one has asked her to look after him. They don’t have to ask. She knows her brother is her responsibility. Her parents have enough to worry about. Someone must look out for Choi, make sure he is safe.

         Yun lets her eyes wander up the riverbank to the village beyond. She is hoping Hwan will come and join them, if he doesn’t have to help his father. Hwan is Mr Lee’s son, and he is two years older than her. It is still many years away, but she knows her father would be happy if she married Hwan one day, because Mr Lee owns the one and only rice mill in the valley.

         Yun’s skin twitches in the chilly water. But she loves swimming in the river. Besides, when she gets home, she will help her father in the rice fields, and her body will soon warm up while she works. And she knows her mother is cooking sesame soup over the fire. Hopefully there will be enough for all of them.

         No more than five or six strong strokes bring Yun to the riverbank. The mirror surface water reflects the mountains, which are covered in snow as always. Choi’s shiny black head breaks through the surface near the opposite bank. He casts a fat grin across the water to his sister. Yun waves, Choi waves back. But Yun is distracted by something upriver. Mr Lee’s ox is standing in the shallows, drinking some water, its tongue lolling out of its mouth as it stares stupidly at her.

         Now there is another strange sound: a distant rumbling so deep that it makes her chest tremble, as if it came from there. But it is coming from upriver, and it is getting louder and louder. All at once, like a thundering storm blowing in over the forest, an airplane appears in the sky above, roaring so loud overhead that the trees quake in their leaves. Yun looks up and sees it skim over the treetops, so close that Yun can see a helmet through the glass hub in front. Yun has seen airplanes before, but never flying so low. She throws a glance over her shoulder. Choi is standing on a stone, staring at the sky, his mouth wide open.

         The plane swoops towards the village, and a pillar of red rises over the trees. Yun scrambles out of the river. Soaking wet, she stands on the bank, watching the smoke settle between the treetops. She knows what that means; her father told her this is how the American soldiers mark a target to be bombed.

         Her village.

      
   


   
      
         
            FIRE
      

         

         Yun sets off at a run, oblivious to the tall grass whipping against her bare legs. More planes appear in the sky. The thornbushes tear at her skin until they bleed, and she can hear Choi behind her.

         Everything flies past the corner of her eye: the large weeping willow, the rice fields, the tracks made by Mr Lee’s oxcart in the dirt road. She reaches the short section of the path covered in stones. Choi is grunting in pain behind her—first the thorns, now the sharp stones.

         Her father’s house is one of the first on the outskirts, and it comes into view from here. Smoke is rising from the hole in the roof, so her mother must be inside, warming the soup over the fire. Then she sees her father. He is looking up at the planes, shading his face with one hand. Yun stops in her tracks, desperate to call to him, warn him about the red smoke, but he is too far away, and her voice is stuck in her throat. Then the air explodes around them, smoke and fire rage up from the ground, and she is blown back against Choi, who is standing right behind her now.

         The next blast knocks them both to the ground. Choi throws his arms around her, and they lie on the ground together as the flames tower over everything, drowning out even the roar of the planes skimming over the village. The air is burning hot. Yun can’t breathe as she struggles to her feet. Choi is standing right beside her.

         A gust so strong that it bends the trunks of the trees sweeps the smoke aside, and then she sees it: the spot where her father was standing only a moment ago, now a crater of smouldering, black ash.

         Yun senses more than sees a large shadow passing through the smoke, and she turns her head to see Mr Lee’s ox galloping out of the flames, directly towards them. Then another bomb falls, and the clatter of hooves on stone is swallowed by a boom so loud that it makes the earth quiver. But the ox is still charging towards them, horns lowered, frothing at the mouth, and the next thing she knows, she is pulled to the ground. She is lying on the ground, safe in Choi’s arms, as she catches a glimpse of the ox hooves rumbling past their heads.

         They drop yet another bomb on the village. Pebbles, earth and leaves rain over the twins. They start running in the same direction the ox took. Past the field where they loved to pick wildflowers in the summertime, and the heath that smells of camomile flowers. A moment later, they reach a slope covered in shrubbery and creepers clinging to the soil by the roots. The final stretch of the slope is so steep that it seems to go straight up in the air. Choi gives Yun a hand, hauling his sister up onto the ledge in front of the cave in the rock face: their secret hiding place.

         Yun lies flat on her belly, heaving air into her lungs. The glare of the fire pierces her eyelids. The heat is unbearable, and it is all around them. Everything below the mountain twists in orange flames, but here, in their cave, they are higher than the trees. Yun watches the straw roofs of the huts go up in smoke and flames. The entire village is engulfed in the inferno. Here and there, shadows are thrashing about, stumbling to the ground. She buries her face in her hands.

      
   


   
      
         
            THE WOLF AND THE LAMB
      

         

         Odense, September 1950

         The weather was lovely when I left the hospital after work, a mild and still autumn evening, so I opted to head for the park instead of taking the main road home. The path brought me past the churchyard, but I was deep in thought because my mind was mulling over tasks I had accomplished on the ward that day, and I wondered what I would do that evening, even if my options were limited to reading or listening to the radio on my own.

         As a rule, I avoided it, but for some inexplicable reason, this evening, I let my eyes settle on the gate as I approached. Stopping in my tracks, I stared at the entrance to the graveyard and studied it carefully, trying to see it for what it was alone: a quadratic iron frame with a sturdy metal latticework in flaking green paint revealing the grey galvanising beneath. The green paint was brighter than the surrounding vegetation: a hedge, the leaves of a weeping willow nearby.

         The next step, the next challenge, was predictable: I wanted to go through that gate. For the first time since May ‘45, I wanted to walk through the graveyard because I no longer wanted to allow a bad memory to dictate which way I went home.

         The gate squealed in its hinges, as if it hadn’t been opened for months. A blackbird perched on the ground just inside, yanking on the end of an earthworm. It abandoned the worm and hopped two or three times before taking to the air with a screech. Then I walked along the gravel next to the clipped lime trees. The sky had turned a deep lavender of late summer evenings. The graveyard smelled of grass and moist earth. It wasn’t autumn just yet—but it would be soon.

         I turned right, then left, then followed on the broad paths between cone trees and gravestones. Here also the lime trees stood tall like sentries on either side of me. I cast a look around. Took a deep breath of fresh air. When my eyes caught sight of the bronze, I immediately recognised it—the statue I had seen that night—and yet I was surprised because I remembered it being closer to the road that passed on our left. But it was right here. And when I looked more carefully at the statue, I realised I had been mistaken about this as well: it wasn’t some arbitrary shepherd, but a statue of Jesus Christ. And there weren’t two lambs, there was just one that stood between the right leg and his long staff, which was resting on the ground. The other animal was a wolf or a dog that cringed in fright from the looming figure of the man. Jesus protected the lamb and saved its life.

         The sight made me gasp for breath, and I started to shiver all over. I allowed my gaze to travel from the statue to the shrubbery, the patch of grass beside it. Nausea washed over me. But I forced myself to walk towards it. This is where I lay. It was here everything in my life had changed. I had been so tired after the long day in the operating theatre, my mind tormented by the little boy who had died much, much too early. Then the people—strangers who became my executioners. Their taunting laughter, my utter humiliation, naked skin against the cool grass, the hand that pulled my long hair out of its bun, the scissors… It was here, right here. This is the place.

          
      

         The mob had left me for dead, lying face down on the ground in the graveyard. The frigid air pricked my naked skin. My hair in my eyes. I lay there for a long time, without moving. The churchyard was still, but in my mind, all I could hear was the scissors, the hoarse rasp of snipping steel.

         I tried to move, but the effort made me flinch in pain. My thighs and ribs ached from the blows of their boots in my sides. I was wearing nothing but my underwear and the tattered remains of my blouse. My entire body was cold as ice, but it felt worst on my scalp. I didn’t dare reach up and touch it. I must deal with that later when I got home.

         When I carefully rolled onto my back, my hair remained on the ground. A messy, brown nest, dull as a dead bird. A discarded part of what had once been me. But at least they were gone. My executioners. I was alone. And alive.

         Gingerly, I pushed myself to a sitting position and looked around: bushes and trees, the light dusk of an evening in May, overcast and dark, the motionless silhouette of the statue with the lambs. A light breeze whispered in the newly sprung tree crowns.

         I fumbled between gravestones and shrubbery, finally finding some items of my clothing. My brassiere was in shreds, so I left it where it was. My jacket and white nurse’s uniform—without its shoulder straps—I found crumpled under a bush. As I struggled to dress, the nausea returned, and I had to sit down again. Then I heard someone coming along the gravel path. Hope surged in my chest. I tried to get up, but thought better of it and peered through the plants instead. A tall man was standing on the path, no more than five metres away.

         But it was the man with the tattoo.

         His gaze searched for the patch of grass where they had left me. The white stripes on his armband caught the last rays of the day. I sat as still as I could, not daring to breathe. Then he started to walk towards me. I shrank back into the shrubbery. He stopped, and I saw his eyes raking the terrain, slowly and methodically, until it settled on the spot where I sat.

         His mouth curled into a broad grin. “Peeka-boo,” he said.

          
      

         I don’t know how long he was on top of me, grunting like a pig. I was barely conscious when he finally rolled off me. Mumbled something under his breath. Got to his feet slowly. Then he grabbed my arm.

         “You can squeal all you want. No one will believe a whore,” he spat in my face. “Molly,” he said. “Such a sweet name for a Nazi whore.”

         I rolled over onto my side. It felt as if the pain had penetrated every pore of my body. The man said something else unintelligible. Grabbed my arm and shook me violently. Still I didn’t respond. He let go of my arm and gripped my jaw instead, squeezing hard, as if he would force me to speak. An image flashed in my mind: once, I saw an orderly try to force-feed medication into a patient on a psychiatric ward. It was humiliating. Brutal. Defiance and rage boiled inside me. I looked up into the face of this vicious man, held his gaze for a moment, then I wrenched my head to the side and caught his thumb between my teeth, biting down hard with whatever reserves I had left. I felt my teeth cut through skin, underlying ligaments, a smart snap as the tendons gave way to the bone underneath. The strength of a human bite is commensurate to a weight of eighty kilograms. The jaw is short, its bite hard—a bizarre, random recollection from a textbook I had studied.

         The man screamed in pain.

         His yell rang out over the silent churchyard. I didn’t let go. He tried to snatch his hand back, but my teeth-hold on his thumb was stronger. My jaw ached. But then he hit me on the back of my head. I flinched and let go. Dazed, I fell to the ground. The taste of blood lingered in my mouth. The scream became a muffled moan as I heard his stumbling steps retreat on the gravel. My body wretched instinctively, my stomach heaved, and I spat out the blood and bits of his skin in my mouth.

         Is it possible to die of humiliation? Can your heart ache so much that it simply stops beating?

         I clawed around in the dark. At last, my fingers found my tattered uniform. I struggled to pull it on, held it up with my hands, desperately tried to cover my breasts—the black Swastika they had painted on my chest—as I stumbled down the path on bare feet. Finally, I reached the entrance gate where they had dragged me into the churchyard many hours earlier.

         I sat down on the stone wall and gasped for breath. There still weren’t any streetlights, but in the distance to my left, I could see some lights from the hospital buildings, where the black-out curtains had been removed less than twenty-four hours earlier. At last, I dared to lift my hand, touched the spiky tufts that remained on my scalp.

         I would rather have died of cold and shame than go back to the hospital in such a state. But I was so terribly cold. I had to do something. I had to move, but where could I go? Home? I wasn’t in any kind of shape to walk that far, and I would have to go through the town to get to my flat. But if I walked through the churchyard, crossed the main road, then the bridge over the little stream, I could reach the fine neighbourhoods of town. My parents’ house on Finsens Allé. It couldn’t be more than one and a half kilometres away.

      
   





MY FATHER’S HOUSE



It wasn’t my childhood home. My parents bought the villa after they inherited a generous sum of money from my maternal grandfather. I grew up in a flat above my father’s tobacco business in the working-class neighbourhood, Skibshuskvarteret in Odense, the old packing district where the maritime trade goods were brought inland and distributed throughout the island. We weren’t poor, nor by any means rich; my parents were regular folks. My mother worked in the ice cream factory on Saturdays to help with expenses. But all this changed when she inherited money from her family. To everyone’s surprise, her father had acquired a modest fortune, and my mother’s only sibling—an elder brother, unmarried and without children—had died many years before, so she became the sole heir of my grandfather. The inheritance prompted her—or rather, my father, because she would have preferred to remain in our flat—to buy the house on Finsens Allé. All at once, my parents were financially independent, and my father decided to appoint a clerk to take care of his tobacco business.

I loved my parents, and I hadn’t admitted to myself just how much my father changed after my mother inherited their fortune. It was as if he believed money alone could bump you into the upper classes; buy a large house and a small car, and you’re one of them. He believed these possessions amounted to class. But in his heart, he remained an average man. A tobacco trader who no longer ran his own business.

My father opposed my wish to get an education. Both your mother and I did just fine with a high-school diploma, after all. And besides, I was a girl. A girl would get married and have children and look after her husband’s house, just like your mother. We argued about it often, but not for long. I was a grown woman, and I made my own decisions. But it was his way of communicating—or rather, the lack thereof—that ended our discussions. He wasn’t good at arguing a point; when I made a counterargument, he merely shook his head and walked out the door. As if leaving the room were a punishment. But that was a long time ago, and we no longer talked at all.

 

When I arrived at the house that evening, my father wasn’t at home. When my mother opened the front door, her initial reaction was surprise, but then her face seemed to dissolve, and I feared she would burst into tears.

“Molly,” she said, “my darling child, what on earth has happened?”

She reached out, instinctively, as if she would take me in her arms. But she caught herself and put a hand on my arm instead. Her reaction made me cry again, and I covered my face with my hands. At last, she rested both her hands on my shoulders and pulled me into the hall.

“Come in, my girl, please come inside,” she whispered, casting a glance over my shoulder to the neighbour’s.

She locked the door behind us. The entrance hall was shrouded in darkness, and only a single lamp burned on the landing of the first floor. My mother’s face was pale. She was getting old, I noticed. Her skin was parched, her hair flecked with grey and dry as dust. Not long before, she had remarked she had begun to see herself in my face. I wasn’t sure what she had meant by that, and I understood her even less at that moment.

She raised her hand, as if to touch the stubble on my head, and I looked down into her moist eyes.

“Molly, what’s happened to you?” she said, her voice breaking. I was unsteady on my feet, and she could see it. “Come,” she said kindly, “let’s go into the parlour.”

The large, over-dimensional crystal chandelier above cast its white glow on us. I caught a glimpse of myself in the hall mirror to my left, and saw what I looked like for the first time since… I don’t know how long… that morning, before I left for work at the hospital. Another world, another century. Now I was half-naked, filthy, my hideous hair. I closed my eyes. The tears pressed on the back of my eyeballs and threatened to spill over again. I let my mother lead me into the parlour, where I sat down on the shiny new sofa with its inviting golden covers. My mother sat down beside me. Took my hand in one of hers. Gently stroked my stubbled scalp with the other.
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