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         “Leave your suitcase by the door, Disa! Then sit in the chair and wait.”

         Disa hears the friendly voice, but does not feel like sitting down. She wants to stay standing near the window, watching for the car that is coming to pick her up any minute now.

         “There’s hot chocolate in the thermos,” Torben says.

         Disa turns her head and meets his eyes. Even though he is smiling, and his voice is calm, she can sense that he is worried about her. He is offering her hot chocolate!

         He drinks coffee from his blue mug. Coffee is only for grown-ups. That is the rule here in the Children’s Shelter.

         The light from the lamp falls on his hair. Has it turned grayer? She has been here for so long that she did not notice.

         “Are you nervous?” Torben asks.

         “A little!”

         Disa takes a deep breath and lets herself sink into the chair on the other side of the desk. The number of times she has sat here, in this chair, are easy to count. But one week ago she was called into the office. Torben had something he wanted to talk to her about. At first, Disa was afraid that it was something about school, that someone had been complaining about her. But that was not it. The conversation had ended with Torben telling her to go to her room, which she shared with Sille, and over the following week she had to pack her things. All of her things. She had to return all the books she had borrowed to the library and make sure to say goodbye to everyone.

         While Torben is talking, Disa’s eyes are fixed on the photo of his wife and their three children. There is not one child here in the orphanage who has not stared at this photo with great envy.

         “I just want to poke out the eyes of those kids,” Sille had said one day with hatred in her voice. “And I’m going to do it!”

         You can still see it clearly, even though Torben has tried to mend it. Where the kids’ eyes should have been are now holes. The eyes are pierced.

         Sille had carried out her plan. One day, when the office was left unlocked, she snuck in, armed with a pair of scissors, and stabbed the eyes of the three children.

         “Hey!” Disa jumps up. Was that a car coming? It sounded like one. Just then, a greenish light flickers over the window and disappears again. She listens, but outside, everything is quiet. It is getting dark, and winter is coming. But the green light? That is what the northern lights look like, she is sure of it.

         “Drink your hot chocolate,” says Torben.

         Disa feels her nausea rising. She has felt like this all day, ever since she woke up. She lifts the mug to her lips and pretends to drink.

         “Now that our parting is getting closer…” Torben smiles his worrying smile. “…I hope that it’s good memories that you’ll take with you from here, Disa?”

         She nods. She just wishes that it was all over, that she was gone from here, on her way to whatever comes next.

         Torben searches his pockets for his pipe and tobacco. Disa knows these movements well. She can almost tell which pocket they are in.

         “Well, you’ve been here just as long as I have,” he says, as if he had read her mind. “We came here to the Children’s Shelter at the same time.” He has found his pipe and is now starting to fill it.

         “You had just arrived, the same day I was to begin. You were no bigger than this.” Torben holds out his hands as if he were indicating the size of a fish.

         Disa looks down at the table and rouses her curls, which are dark brown and short. For some reason she hates hearing that she has always been here at the orphanage. All the other kids stayed with their parents to begin with.

         “You were so cute,” Torben continues. “Everyone agreed that there had never been a prettier kid here at the Children’s Shelter.”

         She wishes he would shut up. That she was far away from here.

         “And now, in just a moment, you’ll be picked up by your mom and dad. Your real parents. Did you know that right now, you’re experiencing what all the children here dream of?”

         “They all know their parents,” Disa mumbles.

         “Exactly. That’s why they have nothing to hope for.” Torben is quiet for a while. He is trying to light the pipe, which has gone out. Maybe he feels like he went a bit too far with his openness.

         “I wonder what they’re like…”

         “Who?” Torben is confused for a moment. “Oh, your parents. I only spoke to them a few times on the phone, but they seem very pleasant and polite. Like in the letter.”

         Silence again.

         The letter, which Disa read here in the office, but did not understand much of! A Mr. and Mrs. Icinger wrote about how they had been searching for years for the little girl that Mrs. Icinger had given birth to ten years ago in a clinic here in the country. They were her parents! It said “here in the country” because they no longer lived in Denmark, but in Iceland. They had lived there for many years now, but around the time Mrs. Icinger was to give birth, they were visiting Denmark.

         It appeared, from the letter, that Mr. and Mrs. Icinger believed that the child had been stillborn. The little girl was not breathing after the birth, and she was instantly taken away from the delivery room. For this reason, the couple had returned childless to Iceland.

         There was a lot more in the letter, but it went over Disa’s head. She was really only able to understand that her real parents had been looking for her, and that they had now found her.

         All this had happened just one week ago. At first, the other kids did not believe her. It was probably one of her usual tall tales, they said. Only when Torben confirmed the story later that night did they believe her. Afterwards they all wanted to hear the story over and over, because no one had ever heard anything like it.

         “Don’t forget to write,” Sille said that night, when they were in their beds. “You know I collect foreign stamps.”

         Of course. Disa would write as soon as she got home, as she had already gotten used to saying.

          
   

         She is wondering what time it is. Ah, almost five. This means that her parents are late. They said they would be here around four o’clock. Suddenly, she freezes. Could it be a scheme? Could it be that this is all just something that someone made up to make a fool out of her? If that is the case, then…!

         There it is again, the green light! No, it is not the northern lights. It is just a pair of regular headlights.

         “They’re here!” Torben jumps up. “We have to go meet them.”

         Disa grabs her suitcase and follows him. When Torben opens the door, they both stay on the threshold. The lights are out, and it is dark in the hallway, but the children are lined up in a long row. They are all holding candles in their hands, even the youngest. They have been waiting for this moment, for Disa to step out of the office and be reunited with her parents. They all want to be here when it happens.

         Disa feels her heart skip a beat, and all her feelings tie themselves into a lump in her throat. She realizes that this is the last time she is going to see them. Suddenly her happiness and sorrow are equally large – the happiness over leaving the Children’s Shelter, and the sorrow that this is the end. She is leaving. She is going to an island far out in the Atlantic Ocean, where she knows no one. Not even the language! To a foreign country!

         If the day should come that she would return here, everything would be changed. The children, standing here in the darkness to say goodbye to her, would be scattered to the four winds. The grown-ups would be gone too. There would be no one to remember her.

         One of the big girls starts the song they always sing when someone is leaving. A moment later, everyone joins in.

         
            
               
                  You are not alone.
   

                  Someone is here with you.
   

                  When you leave,
   

                  Don’t look back…
   

               

            

         

         Disa’s heart feels lighter. It is as if it wants to fly out of her body.

         Then the outer door opens. A cold wind sweeps into the hallway and blows out the first couple of candles. Someone pushes the light switch, and there, in the doorway, a tall, fur-clad couple comes into sight.
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