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The beginning


My name is Kari. I am an ordinary person, except for one thing.


I was born at the age of 64.


I was five foot four inches tall, and weighed 154 pounds. My hair was grey and my hands were old.


Unlike other newborns, I did not cry. There was no one there to mother me, so I was quiet. But I cannot stay quiet.


I do not know how much time I have left, how long or short the rest of my life will be. It is time to tell my story. I will try to tell it as best I can.


All my life people asked me, ‘Where were you born?’ It’s a simple question that I could never answer.


There are two points in everyone’s life that are in darkness – the beginning and the end. It is usually a doctor who tells us how our lives will end, and parents who tell us how we began.


But I didn’t have parents to shed light on my beginning. I stumbled on that awful truth by accident.


It wasn’t until the year 2008, in my 64th year, that I discovered who I really was.


I was part of humanity’s darkest secret.


My keepers – I do not know what else to call them – had made sure no one would find out. They decided I would have no mother. They decided I would have no father. I was born to order, a product of their Nazi madness. I would serve one purpose – their purpose.


From me they would make many more, and from the offspring of my offspring, more would come. I had no past, but I would breed the future.


Who knows what I would have done, what I would have become, if I had not escaped.


I got out because they were defeated. But it could have been a very different story, not just for me, but for the world.


This is a horror story. And it is also a love story. It is the story of a child of nowhere – nowhere’s child. It is a true story – my story.


I do not know where to begin. Perhaps in 1961, in Linköping, a small town in the south of Sweden. At that time I thought I was just a young girl growing up, ordinary in every way – but nothing could be further from the truth.
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Linköping, Sweden, 1961


You remember the transitions in your life more than anything else. When you step out of a place of comfort into the unknown. These are frightening times, and at the same time thrilling.


I was shaking as I sat in the corridor. I was the last to be called. The heavy oak door opened, and a woman in a nurse’s uniform appeared.


‘Kari?’


It was time.


‘We’re ready for you now,’ she said, and gestured for me to follow her.


I had worn my best dress and hoped I looked presentable. I was only 17, and was trying to look older. I had never been to a job interview before.


I followed the nurse into the room, surprised at the weight of the door. I let it go and it slammed shut.


An older woman sat behind a desk. She had an air of authority about her.


She gestured to a chair in the middle of the room.


‘Sit down.’


The nurse sat beside her with a notebook in her lap and a pen at the ready.


‘My name is Sister Dagmar,’ she said, ‘and this is Greta.’


She nodded towards the nurse.


My mouth was dry.


‘We have your application here. You are Kari Andersson… is that correct?’


‘Yes, Kari Andersson.’ I took a deep breath to steady my nerves.


‘And where do you come from, Kari?’ asked Sister Dagmar, peering out at me over her round glasses.


‘Malexander. A farm in Malexander. It’s just 30 miles from here. Not far.’


‘We know where Malexander is,’ she said.


‘Sorry.’


‘And you live there with your parents?’


‘With Simon and Valborg.’


‘They’re your parents?’


‘Yes … well … yes.’


Dagmar looked down at the form again. ‘So you were born in Malexander?’


‘You need to know where I was born?’


‘We need your basic details, Kari. You’ve left out a lot of information in your application. So – birth place? Malexander?’


‘No, not in Malexander.’


‘Well then, where?’


This was the question I had hoped they wouldn’t ask. I mean, what does it matter where you are born? The room was silent. Dagmar leaned forward with her elbows on the desk. She held the application form between her thumb and forefinger.


‘I don’t know,’ I said.


The nurse stopped writing and looked up from her notebook.


‘You don’t know where you were born?’


This wasn’t going well.


‘Kari is not a Swedish name,’ Dagmar said, as though accusing me of something. ‘Where did you get the name Kari?’


‘I don’t know. I was adopted.’


‘Adopted? I thought you said you lived with your parents?’


‘Yes, I was adopted when I was three. By Simon and Valborg. I grew up on their farm in Malexander.’


It sounded more like an excuse than a statement of fact. I wondered if it would be better to just leave now.


Dagmar placed the application on the desk and removed her glasses. She rubbed her eyes and gestured towards the nurse to take down my reply. Her eyes looked small without the glasses. The nurse made a note. Dagmar continued to peruse the form.


‘You left school at 14, is that right?’


‘I’m clever,’ I said, without thinking. And then I blushed. ‘I just didn’t like school.’


Dagmar laughed.


‘Yes, well, I suppose we can all understand something of that. But you have worked since leaving school, I see.’


‘I’ve always helped my parents – my adoptive parents – on the farm. Up at dawn every day to milk the cows. I’m used to hard work. And more recently, I’ve been a child-minder here in Linköping.’


‘So, if you were to work here, you wouldn’t mind being away from Malexander?’


‘I wouldn’t mind at all. There’s not much to do there, at my age. I climbed trees when I was a child. I loved Malexander, but I’m ready for something new now. Maybe something bigger to climb.’


The nurse laughed, and I blushed again. What was I thinking, talking about climbing trees? They were looking for an auxiliary nurse, not a monkey.


‘And you worked for Mr Sven Stolpe?’ Dagmar said, looking again at the form.


‘Yes.’


‘The Sven Stolpe? The famous author?’


‘Yes. I worked in his house in Malexander. Though, sometimes I went with him to Stockholm, which was very exciting.’


‘Working with Sven Stolpe is certainly impressive,’ she said.


She stood up and went to the window and looked out. She seemed even bigger now, out from behind the desk.


The sunlight made her look like a shadow against the window frame. I squinted, trying to make out her expression.


‘And have you read his books?’


I didn’t know whether to lie or not. I really wanted this job. This could change my life. I was just a farm girl from Malexander.


‘Yes,’ I lied. I felt the palms of my hands sweat.


Dagmar turned. ‘I like you, Kari, but you’ve never done anything like this before.’


She looked me up and down.


‘A hospital is hard work. We deal with people’s lives. Do you think you would be able for that pressure?’ She stared at me, as if trying to read me.


‘I like people,’ I said. ‘I want to be able to help.’


It sounded like something you should say. But this time it was the truth.


Dagmar nodded.


‘Alright,’ she said. ‘I’ve made my decision.’


I sat up straighter in the chair.


‘I’m willing to take a chance with you.’


‘Thank you, Sister Dagmar. You won’t regret this, I promise.’


‘We’ll see you on Monday, then. At seven o’clock. We’ll give you a mentor and start training you straight away.’


Dagmar motioned to the nurse to hand her the notebook. She ripped a page out and scribbled something, and beckoned me to her.


‘We will need certain documentation. This priest, Father Mats, lives nearby. He’ll be able to help you with the forms we need. Tell him I sent you.’


And that was when I became an auxiliary nurse in Linköping, at the age of 17.


[image: image]


Linköping was not very far from the farm in Malexander, but it felt a world away.


Malexander was the kind of place where people talked about each other. A country village, where your business became everybody else’s.


Our farm was like an oasis. Simon, Valborg and I had our world there. And it was beautiful. The countryside was an expanse of fields and lakes, and woodland that stretched as far as you could see. It was a happy place, but part of me always longed for the bright lights of Linköping. And so far, things were working out well. Better than well.


I was elated after the interview. But nervous too. It was a big opportunity. I hoped I would be a good nurse.


I went to see the priest, Father Mats, the same day as the interview, just as Dagmar had instructed. I knocked on his door.


‘Come in!’ a voice called.


His office was full of old books, piled high around a desk. I tried to make out where the voice had come from.


Father Mats appeared from behind the books. I explained that I needed documentation, proof of identity, for work.


‘Sister Dagmar sent me.’


‘I will do what I can. Sister Dagmar and I go back a long way.’


I gave him what little information I had. He jotted it down on the back of an envelope.


‘Come back to me tomorrow,’ he said.


When I went back the following day, he was busy fixing his collar and checking himself in the mirror.


‘I’m on my way to a sermon, but I have your papers here.’


He handed them to me and apologised for not having time to stop and talk.


I opened the envelope and read the top of the document:






Name: Kari Andersson


Address: Malexander


Date of birth: 6 September 1944


Place of birth: Norway








‘I’m sorry, but there’s some mistake.’


‘I don’t think so,’ he said, looking over the paper. ‘This is what they gave me.’


‘Who are “they”?’


‘The people at the Department. It’s all correct. I really have to go.’ And then he was gone.


I stood there, staring at the form, at that word – ‘Norway’. Surely it must be a mistake. I always thought I was Swedish. No one had ever mentioned Norway before. The next morning I handed the papers over to Dagmar, but I felt uneasy about it for the rest of the day.


I couldn’t stop thinking about it. Later that week, I telephoned the Department of Immigration to find out why my papers said I was born in Norway.


‘We can’t help you,’ said an official. Before I could say another word, they hung up.


I rang again the following day, and the day after that. Everyone I spoke to listened to my story, and then told me to speak to someone else. I must have tried a dozen times, and was about to give up when I was transferred again.


A woman came on the line.


‘Yes, we have your details here. I think the information would have come from The Red Cross. If you came from abroad, your original file would have come through them. I’m afraid that’s all we know. You’ll have to stop calling here.’


Simon phoned later that evening. He asked me about work.


‘It’s good, Papa. Busy, but good. How is the farm?’


Hearing him talk, and imagining just where he was sitting, made me think of home.


‘Simon …’ I was going to ask him about Norway, how it had appeared on this document as my birthplace.


‘Yes, Kari?’


And then I stopped. I knew it made him uneasy when I asked about my past. I was adopted at the age of three, and all my life no one could tell me where I was born or who my biological parents were. What happened in those three years before I was adopted was a mystery. The ‘three dark years’, I called them. They were the gap in my life.


But where did Norway fit in? Is that where my real parents were? I wanted to ask him. But then I thought, why did I want to know, anyway? Simon and Valborg were my family. But on the other hand, I thought, didn’t I have a right to know where I was from? All this was going through my mind.


‘Kari, what is it? Is everything alright?’


‘Oh, nothing, Papa. I’m just tired. That’s all. A busy day at the hospital.’


And that was it. I decided not to ask. It would hurt him too much. And I already knew the answer: ‘I don’t know.’ The answer I had become accustomed to. I had tried time and time again to ask Simon about my early years. But it always seemed to make him sad when he couldn’t give me the answers I needed. Or maybe he was sad because it reminded him that he wasn’t there for the beginning of my life. That he wasn’t my real father. Something he usually tried to forget.


I tried to put it out of my mind. I needed to conserve my energy. Work at the hospital was the toughest I had ever done. The hours were long and it was around the clock, but I loved it. It gave me a purpose. I had to learn quickly about medicine and how hospitals worked. And with the new job, I built a new life.


I moved into an apartment with a girl named Yvonne and I started to make good friends at work.


In a short space of time, my life changed beyond recognition. I now had a home of my own, something I had always wanted.


The apartment was small, and maybe a little shabby, but it was mine. It felt like my own space.


I will never forget taking the key and putting it in the lock for the first time. I was growing up.


I promised myself to think only about the future and not to get hung up about the past. I decided to leave it behind me, where it belonged.


I went to dancehalls and cafés in and around Linköping. The freedom was exhilarating. It was everything I imagined it would be.


I worked hard, and enjoyed life in the city, and with each year that passed, Linköping felt more and more like home.


But the past has a way of catching up with you, no matter how much you look to the future. Four years later, in 1965, it did just that.


I was 21 years old that year. Up to then, everything was normal – or, at least, I thought it was normal. But 1965 was a watershed year. When I look back, I think of everything that happened after that as happening to a different person, a different Kari.


That is why I remember that night so well. The night that changed everything.


It was late. I had finished my shift in the hospital and was making my way through the deserted streets of Linköping, with nothing to light my way but the dim glow of street lamps. There was an eerie atmosphere about that particular night. I felt like something was ready to leap out at me from the shadows.


The last block felt the longest. Some of the lamps were flickering on and off like fireflies. But at least I could see my apartment building now.


I could feel the draw of indoors, and the safety of my bed after the long shift on the hospital ward.


And then with home in sight, I heard a piercing screech from behind. I jumped. My heart raced. In my peripheral vision, I saw a cat scurry down a side street, pursued by another cat. I felt relief – for myself, not for the pursued cat – and quickened my pace, thinking how cruel nature can be in its urge to reproduce itself. Cats might have nine lives, but some of those must be full of pain.


Working in the hospital made me familiar with pain. I saw it every day, and rather than become inured, I seemed to become more sensitive to it with each passing year.


I opened the door into the apartment block and made my way up the stairs to my own front door. Home.


It was a relief to be inside, safe from the world.


I kicked off my shoes and settled into the armchair by the window, and closed my eyes. I tried to let the tensions of the hospital lift. Sleep would come soon, but not yet.


I hadn’t eaten all day. I tried to remember what food I had in the cupboard, or if there was any. I usually tried to eat well, but it was difficult when I was working odd hours. Whenever I went back to the farm, Valborg nagged me to watch my diet. Knowing how difficult it was for me to manage on my own, she and Simon spoiled me with home-cooked meals when I visited.


As I sat by the window that night in my city apartment, I could almost taste the spicy meatballs of the farm and feel the warmth of the Malexander kitchen fire on my legs. It seemed perfect, until I imagined Valborg’s voice, scolding me as she spotted the torn hem of my tunic, and the loose white threads. Valborg, who was always mothering me, no matter how old I became.


‘How do you go to work like that? Have you no pride in your nurse’s uniform?’


I had snagged my tunic on one of the hospital beds the previous week and hadn’t got round to mending it. That would never pass Valborg’s eagle eye.


I smiled at the thoughts of her. She meant well. My mother, in every way but one.


There was a noise coming from under the window. I leaned forward and looked out. I could see a couple squabbling in the street below.


I tried to make out what they were saying. I held my breath so I could listen with my whole body.


Working the late shift could be lonely, so when I came home, I loved watching strangers and their lives from the window of my room. I loved imagining where they went to dinner, and where they called home.


I watched this couple, who now seemed to have made up. They kissed and then walked back down the street in the direction I had come. I wondered what it would be like to be like them, to be in love. The street didn’t seem eerie any more.


My mind was too full of the happenings of the day to sleep. It was like I had to unwind the coil of the day before I could start the night.


That day had begun like any other. We were busy at the hospital, as always. Mrs Petersen had been in for blood tests again and she had been admitted. She was a regular patient who had taken a shine to me over the years.


‘Call me Katherine. People only call me Mrs Petersen when they’re giving me bills!’ she’d say. She had a good sense of humour. We knew how to make each other laugh.


I rolled her into the ward in her wheelchair. The wheels squeaked as they turned on the polished floor. I took the blanket from her lap and lifted her into the bed. Her old bones were as light as a bird’s.


She sat up in the bed.


‘Kari, where did they find you?’ she said, placing her hand on my arm.


‘I wish I knew,’ I said.


‘Your parents must be very proud of you. You’ve been like a daughter to me these last few months. Tell your mother that. Tell her she is lucky to have a daughter like you.’


I liked Katherine Petersen. I liked all of my patients.


The hours passed quickly. Before I knew it, it was 11 o’clock. Time for coffee and a break.


The nurses’ room was full of excitement when I got there. I wondered what all the chatter was about. Then I saw a huge bunch of roses tied with a red ribbon in the middle of the table, and a card that read ‘Sofia’.


‘Wow!’ said Nina, a trainee nurse from Stockholm. ‘Who are those lovely flowers for?’


‘Not me,’ I said. ‘Sofia. See the card.’


Sofia came in just then.


‘For me?’


She picked up the flowers like she was about to dance with them. The other nurses cheered and Sofia blushed.


She told us she was introducing her boyfriend to her parents that night for the first time. Her mother and father were driving up from the country.


‘My mother’s even baking a cake for tonight,’ she said. ‘She must have high hopes. She only makes the effort when she thinks they sound good. I can’t wait for him to meet her. He’ll finally be able to put a face to all the stories. And my mother, she looks just like me. I hope that doesn’t put him off.’


She laughed and tilted her head as she said it, and I could almost imagine her mother.


For the rest of the shift, I kept thinking of Sofia, as she stood by the window, the light catching her blonde hair. I didn’t look at all like my mother, like Valborg. Or like Simon either. In fact, I didn’t know a single person in the world who looked just like me.


I couldn’t help imagining what it would be like if I brought a boyfriend back to the farm to meet Simon and Valborg. I knew they would be happy for me. Of course they would.


I tried to imagine how it would go. I could see them making a fuss of us as we pulled up into the farmyard. Simon would come up from the fields to greet us, waving as he made his way towards the house, our country cottage by the stream.


He would stumble over the stony Malexander ground, excited to see me coming. He would give me a hug – he was great for hugs – and we’d make our way inside to the familiar smell of home cooking, and the warmth of the kitchen.


Valborg would have all the food laid out, a smörgåsbord of her special treats – freshly baked bread, pea soup, smoked herring and cream cakes. In my mind, I could see her stoking the open fire. When she saw us coming she’d turn to examine the newcomer, eyeing my boyfriend, checking for signs that he thought the cottage too modest. She was house-proud by nature, and made a lot of the little she had. When she was satisfied he wasn’t looking down on her, she would extend a hand to greet him.


We would laugh and talk. I would give him a tour. I would take him up into my old room, with a bed just big enough for one, and show him the crocheted tablecloth that I had worked on all summer when I was a young girl, sitting by the wooden table Simon had carved especially for me.


Through the window, overlooking the fields, I would show him where we kept our cows and pigs. I would point in the direction of the school, just up the road, and take him through the story of my life in Malexander, so that he would really understand who I was.


It would all be fine as long as he didn’t ask too many questions. And then we would go back downstairs and drink coffee, all of us sitting around the table.


As I imagined the scene, a sadness came over me. Simon and Valborg had given me so much, but there was something I could never give them.


Any children I would bear in the future would not be their real grandchildren. They wouldn’t look like them or have their genes. I could never give them that. I wasn’t family. Not really. I wasn’t blood. And if I wasn’t that, what was I?
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As I looked out the window of my apartment that night, in the spring of 1965, the word ‘Norway’ came into my mind again. I had tried to forget about it, but every time I passed Dagmar’s filing cabinet I knew that sheet of paper was there, and that word ‘Norway’ was written on it.


Sweden was the only home I had ever known. I thought of Mrs Petersen, about what she said. I was like a daughter to her. What if one day my real mother walked into the hospital where I worked, and I passed her by without a word? Not knowing.


Over the years, I had often thought about trying to find out who my real mother was. Now that I was away from the farm, the feeling was even stronger. At night time especially it came, and it would sometimes stop me from sleeping.


That night, I was thinking of Sofia’s flowers, and her mother, and the way her life just seemed to make sense. I was happy for her. But I wanted all those things too. I didn’t know who my real mother and father were. I sat there in the apartment for a long time, feeling alone, and looking out into the dark and empty street. It was looking eerie again.


Then, on an impulse, I made the decision. I went to the bureau in the corner of the room, grabbed a pen and paper and began writing. The pen hardly left the page until the deed was done.


I sealed the envelope and wrote in bold letters across the front, ‘THE RED CROSS’. I decided this would be my final attempt to find my real parents. If this came to nothing, I would simply leave the past alone.


I realised, then, that I didn’t know the address. The weight of that realisation was almost paralysing. I don’t know why, but I feared that if I didn’t get my letter to The Red Cross that very night, all would be lost.


I thumbed through the phone book, my index finger searching the pages. R… Re… Red Cross – there it was, with the address in Stockholm.


I addressed the envelope and stamped it. My hand was shaking. I felt guilty now. Like I was betraying Simon. Valborg would be pragmatic, that was her way. But Simon would feel it. He would accuse me with his eyes.


That night, I could only think about myself. I grabbed my coat and headed back out. I was halfway down the street when I realised I’d forgotten my gloves. But I didn’t care. My right hand clenched the envelope, in case anyone dared stop me.


All my life I had felt that the longer I waited, the less chance I would have of discovering my true identity. And I had let it go, many times, but it was always there. And lately, for some reason, I felt time was running out. As every day slipped by, I worried they were slipping away. My real parents. Now, at last I was doing something. I was reaching out, trying to grab hold of them before it was too late.


I wasn’t sure where I was going. I remembered seeing a postbox in the main square, which was at least 15 minutes’ walk away. I was almost running. A drunk man leaning against a wall called out to me.


‘Some night to be on your own. I’ll keep you warm, love.’


I walked even faster. I could feel his eyes on me. I could hear a bottle in his hand clink against the wall.


At last I turned a corner and saw the clock in the middle of the square. Its hands were drawing closer together, towards midnight. My eyes surveyed the empty square, frantically searching for the postbox. Had I imagined it? And then I saw it, near an old antique shop.


I opened the metal flap. It seemed to bite my hand as I pushed the letter through, but I held its jaw open and listened as my letter fluttered down into the tray. I let the flap slap shut. I felt like my life hung in the balance between that tray and the destination of the letter. And I thought again of what Simon would feel. But I also imagined, for the second time that day, that look they might have if I brought someone home to meet them – that look that said I wasn’t their own. And my eyes filled with tears.


I had made my decision, and there was no going back. Whatever happened after that moment was of my making. I knew that. And I felt the only way I could have an honest future for myself was to fill the gaps in my past. It seemed to me such a fundamental thing – to know who I was. I had to at least try. Even if I never heard back, at least I would know I had done everything I could.


I could feel all this, deep down, and yet, standing there in that empty square, I felt colder all of a sudden, exposed, without the security of my envelope. I felt suddenly tiny, a woman without a past, or present, or future. And then, as if to mock me, the clock struck midnight.
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A chance encounter


I remember a lot of things about that night in 1965, but I can’t remember getting home after posting that letter to The Red Cross. The next day, I woke up around noon. I was late for work – very late. I felt as if I had been drinking, with only vague recollections of the night before. My head was pounding. It all felt like I had dreamed it.


Even though I was late for work, I took a long, hot shower. I let the water flow over my pounding head, and stood there for some time, naked and tired, wondering how I could face the day ahead.


As I was leaving the apartment, I caught a glimpse of myself in the hall mirror. There were dark circles under my eyes. My tunic was still torn, and my hair was a mess. I didn’t look like myself. I was usually so well put together – careful to be clean and tidy. What was happening to me recently? I thought about the letter I had written the night before. I wondered if I had done the right thing. But looking at my reflection, the words came to my mind again: ‘Who am I?’ I was kind, I suppose. People told me that. I think I got that from Simon. But there were some things that were part of me that couldn’t have come from him or Valborg. Some things are genetic. My shape, for instance. I was slim, but sturdy too. I had always been a strong girl. Self-assured. But what made me this way? Were my parents like this? Were they kind? Could they be impatient sometimes? Or a little awkward? I was a tomboy when I was younger. But I had been a beautiful child. Where did I get that from? Did my mother or father have the same soft blue eyes, the same fair hair? Did they laugh a lot? Were they in love? My mind was full of questions. The same questions I had wondered all my life. But they seemed more pressing now, all of a sudden. Maybe because I was out on my own trying to reinvent myself, to find out who I was. Like all young people do when they leave home.


But there was work to do. I had to go. I ran my fingers through my hair. I had started wearing it shorter. It was easier to manage. It made me feel a bit older too, a bit more professional. I tried to tidy myself as best I could until I looked presentable. I took a deep breath. Normal life had to continue. I decided that yes, I had done the right thing. If my biological parents were out there I needed to know who they were, in order to finally know who I was. I picked up my handbag, put on my coat and walked to work. It gave me time to think.


The hospital was busy that day, as all days, but I got through it. It was busy all week and I got through that too. I have always been good at getting on with things. I think it comes from farm life. If it’s broken, you fix it. If it’s needed, you fetch it. It was the way I was raised. I was glad of work to do. It helped to distract me from thoughts of where my letter was and what was being done, if anything. I was working longer hours, and it felt like I was going home only to go to sleep, get up and go back to work again.


I was on my way home one wet evening when I realised I had forgotten to get groceries – again. It was late. Everything was closed, so I decided I would treat myself to dinner in my favourite restaurant around the corner from the apartment.


It was a plain restaurant, but I liked it. I used to go there a lot when I first moved to Linköping, before I got into a routine, when I was new to living away from home.


There was a soft glow from inside, and as you entered, a bell at the top of the door gave a friendly ‘ding’ to let them know you were there. The waiters knew me, and were always welcoming.


The place was famous for its pastries. They were said to serve the best apple strudel in all of Sweden – maybe the world.


I joined the queue and chose the soup. The restaurant was crowded, mostly with young people. More so even than usual. There must have been a student event on in the local hall.


I felt a little out of place that night, my nurse’s tunic sticking out from under my coat. I tried to find an empty table, but they were all taken.


I heard a man’s voice. ‘There’s a seat over here.’


He was at the opposite end of the room. He was half standing, and waving to get my attention. I took one last frantic look around, hoping another seat would materialise so I could decline his invitation, but none did, and so I went, carrying my bowl of chicken soup, to sit across from this stranger.


‘Thank you,’ I said as I sat down. I placed my bowl and cutlery on the table, in a way that implied distance and separateness: a division of the table, rather than a sharing of it.


I took off my coat and scarf. I was aware the man’s eyes were on me. I smiled at him, and for the first time, made eye contact. He was handsome. He had blue eyes and dark brown hair.


I felt self-conscious. I took a spoonful of soup. It was scalding. I wanted to spit it out, but instead, swallowed and braced myself for the searing heat that made its way slowly down my throat. I hoped he hadn’t noticed.


‘Hot?’ he said, smiling.


‘Just a little.’ I felt so awkward.


I continued to eat my soup, as he read a newspaper and sipped his coffee. We were pretending to be in our own worlds, but there was an energy there.


I was nervous and couldn’t think of anything to say. He had been staring at the same paragraph since I sat down. A group of students at the next table were arguing about Prime Minister Erlander and the Social Democratic Party.


‘He’ll never last the year!’


‘Of course he will. The party is still the most popular in the country!’


‘What does that say about the country!’ The debate was heated, and they spoke loudly over the noise of the restaurant, making our silence seem even more pronounced.


‘Have you tried the apple strudel?’ I asked, just for something to say, and immediately regretted it. Of all the things I could have said, I had chosen to talk about the strudel.


The next few seconds felt like an eternity, and then to my relief he said, ‘Actually, I have heard about this famous apple strudel. But I haven’t been fortunate enough to try it yet.’


At that moment, Gilles came by to take my empty bowl. He always looked a little out of breath and run off his feet. He produced a notebook and pen from his apron.


‘Can I get the lovely couple some dessert?’


I could feel myself blushing. Gilles! He knew what he was doing. He was always teasing me for being alone.


‘I think it’ll have to be the apple strudel,’ said my table friend, looking over at me.


‘Why not?’ I said.


‘Daniel,’ he said, putting out his hand. ‘I think we should know each other’s names if we’re going to share a dessert.’ He had a cheeky smile.


‘Kari.’


‘Nice to meet you, Kari.’


He looked at me. ‘So how’s work at the hospital?’


‘What? How did you …?’ I’d forgotten I was wearing my uniform.


I laughed. ‘Oh, of course …’


We talked for what must have been more than hour over our strudel, neither of us wanting to take the last bite, each trying to prolong the conversation. I didn’t even notice that all the students had left. The restaurant was quiet, and Gilles was packing up for the night.


Daniel was a mathematician. I tried not to look too impressed when he told me this. I was never good at numbers. I count on my fingers. My only experience of mathematics was in school in Malexander, and involved exercise books full of corrections in red ink. Gilles cleared his throat as he wiped down the serving counter, and I could tell it was time to leave.


Daniel helped me with my coat, and seemed a perfect gentleman. When we got outside he insisted on walking me home. He lived in the opposite direction, but said it was too late for me to walk alone. I didn’t tell him that I walked this way every evening on my own. I was glad of his company.


When we arrived at the door of my apartment building we were unsure how to end the evening. It always seemed so smooth in the movies. I thought of Audrey Hepburn at the crucial moment when Humphrey Bogart leans in, their lips meet and the music builds to confirm that yes, indeed, this night was a success. Standing there, under the street lamps, especially the flickering one, I suddenly felt very nervous. We had talked effortlessly the whole way home, but now, the air felt tense. We were both silent for a moment. I looked down at my feet, waiting for him to make the next move, and then a loud noise came from the laneway. The cats again, clawing at one another. And the spell was broken. This was not to be a movie moment.


Daniel could sense my disappointment. ‘Can I bring you for coffee, Kari?’ he asked.


‘Yes, I’d love that.’


‘Ok, I’ll see you on Saturday. I’ll call here around noon, if that suits.’ I nodded and he walked away, smiling.


I couldn’t wait to run upstairs to tell Yvonne everything about my evening with this handsome stranger.


When I got to my door on the third floor, I felt strange, and wondered if it was possible to miss someone you had just met.


Inside there was a pile of letters on the floor. As usual, the first thing I did was check them. All bills. It had been weeks now since I had written to The Red Cross.
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