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BISPEBJERG HOSPITAL, KØBENHAVN 

FRIDAY MORNING, 17 SEPTEMBER 1943 

 

I live in a crazy time.

— ANNE FRANK 

 

 

Hanne Abrahamsen awoke with a start in the middle of a bad dream, something about being in nursing school once again and a man who looked like Adolf Hitler (but with the face of a codfish) announcing at her graduation that she was a Jew, and didn't everyone already know that? The graduation had stopped, and she remembered wanting desperately to escape but not being able to move.

Hanne had never thought much about dreams, or cared.Until now.

Somewhere outside her window she heard what had awakened her: a line of cars and trucks roaring through the narrow streets of København, on their way to the devil's business.And even louder at this time of the morning, when the only ones awake were the skrallemænd, emptying garbage.

She shivered and pulled up the covers to her chin, but couldn't put away the feeling that something was not right.It was not the first time she'd heard German vehicles at odd hours, so maybe it was just the dream. Still, she slipped out of bed to check the window that faced Tuborgvej. Of all the nurses' apartments on the Bispebjerg Hospital campus, hers commanded the best, and sometimes the noisiest, view of the city. She shivered at the September predawn chill, reaching the window in time to peek through the heavy blackout shade and see a pair of brake lights flash as a vehicle careened around the corner.
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"Well, they're in a hurry, aren't they?" she mumbled, pushing at the upper pane of her window to keep out the draft.

A Dane? Not likely. No dansker would dare make so much noise at this time of the morning—especially not after all the troubles and tension they'd seen here in København over the past several months. After the strikes and all the troubles this past summer, no one wanted to make themselves a target.

No, she'd heard German vehicles—and then another truck screeching around the corner confirmed what she'd feared.This one carried armed soldiers in back, holding on for dear life. This could only mean that the Germans had stepped up their campaigns against the Danish Underground—and that they were flexing their muscle in an early morning raid somewhere in the city.

Hanne drew back as the little cuckoo on the wall of her kitchen sounded four . . . five . . . six times.

"Too early, my cuckoo friend," she told the clock with a sigh. "Though I suppose I needed to get up for the morning shift, anyway."

But she stood there, shivering in her nightgown and bare feet, unable to move and unable to forget her dream—or the nightmare outside her window.
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ON THE STREETS OF KØBENHAVN 

FRIDAY MORNING, 17 SEPTEMBER 1943 

 

"We're late."

Wolfschmidt frowned and checked his watch once more as he squeezed the backdoor handle. Was he the only one in this operation who cared about being punctual? It would take a Gestapo man's attention to detail to make this work.

His young driver from the schutzpolizei, the German Security Police, mumbled a weak apology and wiped a bead of sweat from his forehead as they squealed past the famous Round Tower, then careened around the corner and approached the Jewish synagogue on Krystalgade. 

Ahead and to the right, he could make out the large, blondbricked building, rather square and squat despite a row of stained-glass windows running the length of the second floor level and a stepped roof even higher to the rear. Wolfschmidt thought it rather base looking and nowhere near as grand as a proper German cathedral, though that did not surprise him.A place of worship, indeed! 

"Do you see it?" Wolfschmidt sat on the edge of his seat and pointed to a clear spot on the curb, directly in front of a gate in the street-level fence. "Stop there."

"Yes, Herr Sturmbannführer," replied the driver, using Wolfschmidt's proper Gestapo title. At least he could do that correctly. But now Wolfschmidt grabbed the young man's shoulder to get his attention and to go over their instructions yet one more time. Despite the utter routine of their action this morning, Wolfschmidt couldn't help feeling his heart pounding in his ears. He was made for this work.

 


[image: Image2]



 

"Listen carefully, Anwärter," he told the young recruit. "You will accompany me into the building. I will be two steps behind you. If any doors are locked you will break them down. If anyone tries to stop you or question you, step aside and I will deal with it. Keep your weapon holstered but loaded and ready."

"I understand." The driver shut off the car's ignition and waited. The good news was that if they needed to, Wolfschmidt was confident this large young man had the required beef to make his way through any door they needed, locked or otherwise.Much more so than Wolfschmidt himself, who was slight of build and might break his shoulder if he attempted such heroics.

"Good. We will locate this librarian and escort him back to the car, so he will assist us in our task."

Again the driver nodded. How hard could this be? But by now they were almost five minutes off schedule, and Wolfschmidt could feel his anxiety rising as he pushed open his door and stepped out into the cool September air. No more delays. No more foolishness.

"All right, then," hissed Wolfschmidt. "Let's be about our business."

He straightened his high-peaked gray hat where it perched on his precisely short-cropped blond hair, then checked to be sure his matching gray trousers still held a crease after his short ride. Why was it so hard to find anyone in København who knew how to properly clean and press his uniform? Soon that would change, however, once this war was won and a more full measure of the Reich's efficiency found its way to this city.

Or they could simply flatten it and start over. In his opinion that might prove to be the more efficient solution.Frankly, he didn't care either way.

"After you." Wolfschmidt waved for the young man to lead the way through the gate.
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Happily it swung open with hardly a complaint, though he had to say that didn't surprise him, either. These Danes had no sense of how to secure their buildings. They would be content, he imagined, to remain fat and protected by Germany, enjoying their cheese and beer and sending the best of their own produce to help keep the German army well-fed. In this way they could at least be useful, even if too many of them did not appreciate the advantage such an arrangement posed to their wealth and security. What did the Danes know of that? 

Three steps up from the outer gate, the building's large oak outer door swung open just as easily. This was going to be too simple. Checking his own pistol, Wolfschmidt stepped in behind the driver as they entered a high-ceilinged foyer. It smelled of ancient, institutional dust in the way of most such buildings, which gave him even more reason to despise the place. He stepped on the driver's heel to hurry him along.

Beyond the red-carpeted foyer a set of double doors with small glass windows opened into the synagogue's main auditorium, an expansive room with lofty ceilings and a horseshoe-shaped balcony level all around the back.

This could make a fine movie theater, he thought, and made a mental note of it.

But right now he focused on the task at hand, which would lead the way for a more sensible use of the building. Up in front, a cluster of twenty or thirty men had gathered for their Friday morning prayer service, dressed in the peculiar head garb that left no doubt of their religion.

Wolfschmidt had not come to pray. Despite his revulsion at being found in such a place, he straightened his back and coolly strode to where a robed, bearded man stood before the group. This would be the rabbi. And by this time they had stopped their prayer, or whatever Jewish thing they were doing, and all stared wide-eyed at the remarkable impertinence of Wolfschmidt and his assistant.
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"Pardon me, sir," began the rabbi, visibly shaken as he should be, "but—" 

"Josef Fischer will accompany us immediately." Wolfschmidt interrupted the rabbi. He naturally had no time for nonsense or small talk, even if he had been so inclined. To emphasize his commands he made a point of moving a hand to his holster, making certain they all noticed. They would understand his meaning, if not his German.

He needn't have worried. A pink-faced little man in the front row stepped out after an uncomfortable silence, gently pushing aside the hand of a friend who halfheartedly tried to hold him back.

"Ich bin Fischer," said the man, who adjusted a pair of round spectacles and stepped up to face them. He ignored the whispered warnings of his nearby friends, which Wolfschmidt counted for blind stupidity. So this was the man they'd gone to all this trouble to apprehend? 

He might have respected a little more defiance, just for sport, even though this man stood a full foot shorter than himself. But never mind. They would all face the same fate, sooner rather than later. This Josef Fischer could appear brave as much as he wanted to, for all the sturmbannführer cared.

He signaled with a nod so that his assistant grabbed Fischer by the back of the collar and guided him roughly back up the aisle toward the exit. The man's tasseled prayer shawl fell at Wolfschmidt's feet, but when the Jew bent to pick it up Wolfschmidt couldn't resist holding it to the floor with the toe of his boot.

"Keep walking!" ordered Wolfschmidt.
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"Wait!" objected the rabbi. "What has he done? You can't just come in here like this, disrupt our prayer meeting, and abduct our people!" 

Wolfschmidt would have gladly taken on this man, here and now, had it not been for his specific orders and the even more specific task at hand. But with a deliberate motion he picked up the shawl and quite deliberately tore it in two.The ripping sound pleased him, even more as he watched the expressions on the men's faces turn from fright to horror.

Without another word of explanation he turned on his heel to follow his assistant and their charge out to the waiting car.
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Fifteen minutes later Sturmbannführer Wolfschmidt stood with arms crossed in the middle of the Jewish Community Center offices on Ny Kongensgade, New King's Street.Surely it didn't need to take this long to find a simple file of addresses? 

And this librarian—Fischer—worse than useless. They could have easily broken down the front door, and never mind the keys which the little man now held in his trembling hands as he watched five uniformed schutzpolizei taking apart his office, file by useless file.

"It's not in this one, either," reported one of the polizei, tossing another file drawer into the middle of the room. Still the librarian trembled.

"You're wasting our time!" cried Wolfschmidt. "Or would you rather we simply torch this place and be done with it? We're going to find it, whether we destroy your office or not."
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Fischer looked to be in pain as he closed his eyes and mouthed . . . what, a prayer? Little good it did him now, because a moment later one of the schutzpolizei let out a cry as he pried open a locked metal file cabinet with a crowbar.

"I think I found something!" said the young man. Fischer winced but said nothing as they poured out the contents of the drawer, and then another—hundreds upon hundreds of cards, each one neatly printed with a name and address.Wolfschmidt smiled and stepped over to pick one up.

"Davidsen, Noah." He smiled as he fingered the card. "You don't imagine this could be a Jewish name, by chance?" 

By this time the schutzpolizei had dumped the contents of several drawers on the floor. Which was all very well, but now they would just have to gather them all up and cart them away.

"In a box," he said with a wave. "All of them."

All of them, yes. The name and address of every Jew in this little country—and that would constitute close to seven thousand names. Perhaps that didn't amount to much, compared to populations in other countries they had liberated.But it was enough to make their job much easier when the time came.

And that, he knew, would be very soon.
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NØRREBRO STREET, KØBENHAVN 

FRIDAY EVENING, 17 SEPTEMBER 1943 

 

The matter is very simple. The Bible is very easy to understand. 

But . . . we pretend to be unable to understand it because  

we know very well the minute we understand, we are obliged  

to act accordingly. 

—SØREN KIERKEGAARD

 

 

Pastor Steffen Arne Petersen never cared much for broken glass. Neither the sound nor the feel of it, even less the sensation of having Hans Larsen's bakery window rain down in crystal slivers atop his head. But having left the parsonage in such a hurry, he had not taken the time this cool September evening to find his hat, which in hindsight he now wished he might have done.

It might have shielded his head a bit more as he skidded out of control and tumbled off his sensible, black, Danish-built gentleman's bicycle—a gift from the congregation for five years' of service since his graduation from seminary in 1938.

But all he could think of now was rescuing the small communion set he carried in his inside coat pocket, the tiny bottle of wine and package of cross-stamped wafers he should have left in their velvet-lined case but had simply grabbed so his favorite eighty-four-year-old parishioner might enjoy the Lord's Supper from her sick bed at Bispebjerg Hospital.

Under the circumstances, he thought, Fru Kanstrup might forgive me for arriving a few minutes late. That, and he wondered how much trouble it might be to repair his only means of transportation.
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He did not think of himself yet, even as he plowed the pavement with his chin and came to rest on the sidewalk just past the bakery. The little handbag he'd strapped to the back of the bicycle tumbled along beside him, although his robe and pleated clerical collar would be all right.

In contrast, his head buzzed in shock at the impact, and the cuff of his black trousers tangled in the bicycle chain, but nothing hurt as he might have expected.

Yet.

Three more muffled explosions echoed down the street and off the five- story graystone buildings fronting Nørrebrogade,  North Bridge Street, the wide København boulevard. Gunshots.He'd heard such before, unfortunately, and more often of late. As he did his best to shield himself while gasping for breath, a rough shout echoed from down the street.

"Head down, fool!" 

"Yes, of course." Steffen ignored the rudeness but did his best to crouch closer against the bakery building, where even the bricks smelled of generations of fresh rolls. Yet he felt something wet against his side, imagined he was bleeding, and whispered to himself. "But how am I going to get another bike tire?" 

At the moment no one had an answer for him. After a bit more shouting, shooting, and general unpleasantness had shattered the muggy evening air (not to mention several more windows), he dared look around to see if anyone found themselves in a similar predicament. It wouldn't do to have passersby see the pastor of Sankt Stefan's Kirke, Saint Steven's Church, lying in an undignified heap on the pavement.

Two more shots made him duck again.
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Troublemakers, he told himself. They shouldn't rush their own funerals. 

Funerals he would likely be called upon to conduct. Since he could at the moment do nothing about it, he thought it best to at least get inside—though pulling free of his wrecked bicycle and standing up would not prove as easy as he'd hoped. Not when much of his body remained backwards and improbably twisted.

Then he saw the blood on the pavement and on his hand when he touched his chin, wet and warm. He could smell the vague, salty dampness even before tasting it.

"Not so good, I'm afraid," he whispered. He was used to seeing a bit of blood at the butcher's shop, but not his own. It appeared just as red.

This time when he tried to twist himself free from the wreckage, he felt a bite in his right side, just above the belt. A few moments later his starched white shirt had soaked crimson like a red-and-white Danish flag.

Pretty, almost.

At once fascinated and horrified, he couldn't decide whether to hold his side or cradle his chin. In any case, he knew he had to get up, despite all the terrible noise. So he yanked his legs back as hard as he could, ignoring the pain that shot through his twisted knee. Now his head was too dizzy, and a woman scurried by with her dog and disappeared into the shelter of a nearby alleyway.

Please, Lord, don't let it be someone from my church. 

Even if it was, his light head overruled, he would politely ask her for a helping hand, if you please?  

"Være så venlig?"  

But no one stopped as his rattled mind loosened its moorings, slipping away from what he knew of Holy Communion, twisted bicycles, and broken bodies. When he finally touched his hand to his shirt he realized what kind of glass had actually punctured his side.
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The little bottle of communion wine. That was it! The blood of Christ, symbolic or not, mingled with his own blood, very real indeed. There might be a sermon illustration in there, somewhere. Right now, though, he couldn't think of it.

"Fru Kanstrup will forgive my being detained," he whispered.

She must. He heard another popping sound, no, two, and then a pair of shoes running on the pavement past his head.But by that time he wasn't at all certain if his eyes were open or closed, or why it had grown so dark so quickly. And he heard that rough voice again, only this time much closer.

"Let's get you out of here."

Steffen looked up to see a young man with flaming red hair crouching next to him, grabbing him by the collar and hauling him like a sack of potatoes across the pavement and into an alleyway. Well, was that necessary? 

He might have objected, but yet another shot echoed in his ears as the young fellow with the red hair pulled him to safety. Or perhaps it was thunder he heard this time, or another warning.

"Nikolai! Let him go!" 

And that was all he remembered.
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"Oh, dear!" The other young nurse looked up from the shattered glass on the hospital floor with a big-eyed expression of terror. "Your flowers, Hanne! I'm so sorry. I didn't mean to—"
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"Don't worry about it, Ann-Grete." Floor supervisor Hanne Abrahamsen didn't have time today to worry about dropped vases, no matter who the expensive flowers came from. She patted her friend on the shoulder as she sidestepped the mess."Just let's be sure to sweep it up before Dr. Jørgensen sees. You know how he gets after . . ."

No need to finish the sentence. Her voice trailed off as she rubbed her eyes and checked her wristwatch.

After working the past fifteen hours straight. 

"You won't tell your boyfriend, I hope." Ann-Grete bent to pick out the roses from the glass mess. "See? I'll put them back in water right away. He won't know the difference."

"Ann-Grete, he's not my—oh, forget it. Thanks." Hanne nodded and checked her clipboard, forcing her addled brain to make mental notes as she hurried down the hallway and past the survivors of this latest riot. This past summer København had been heating up in more ways than one, as street demonstrations grew more and more violent. Flowers were the least of her worries.

In 39A, gunshot wounds to the shoulder. He'd been lucky the shooter's aim was a bit off. In 40B, multiple fractures after a run-in with a German guard swinging a half-empty bottle of Tuborg. She wondered how the poor man had made it home.And then there was Room 41, the priest. She paused at the door, wondering if she should bother him.

"Awake yet, Father?" 

He blinked, and again. Looked up at her with the same weak, puzzled expression most people wore when waking up in a strange hospital bed.

"I was on my way to Bispebjerg Hospital . . ." His voice cracked. Likely he still didn't know where he was.

"You made it."
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"In a manner of speaking." Now he tried to straighten up, which, given the tubes he wore pinned to his arm, might not have been the best of plans. "I was going there to visit one of my parishioners and found myself in the middle of a street battle. Poor timing, I'm afraid. And now—" 

"Here, don't move." She stepped in and took his hand."You've lost some blood."

"Blood . . . ja." He looked up at her peaked nurse's cap and understanding finally flooded his eyes. "Oh! Well, as long as I can borrow some more, I'll be happy to return it in a few weeks."

At least he still owned a sense of humor. That had to be a good sign.

"That won't be necessary, Father." She popped a glass thermometer into his mouth and located his pulse as he mumbled and gestured with his free hand. But when he tried to reach for the instrument she beat him to it, pulling it back out enough for him to tell her.

"Just 'Pastor' is fine." He smiled, and even behind the bandages on his chin and forehead she noticed the nice row of teeth and a very pleasant twinkle in his blue Scandinavian eyes. "I'm not a Catholic priest, you know."

"I see." She popped the thermometer back in. Priest or pastor, it was all the same to her—though she had to admit the man was charming, in a different sort of way. "You've had a concussion. And you were just lucky all that broken glass didn't put your eye out."

This time he rolled the thermometer to the side of his mouth like a cigarette.

"Ah, luck. Now there's an interesting concept. You believe in it?" 

She smiled and adjusted it so he couldn't talk.
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"You may call it whatever you like, Pastor. My job at the moment is simply to keep you quiet long enough to take your pulse and temperature. And if you don't stop talking, I have another way to find out if you're running a fever. Whichever you prefer."

That settled him down just fine, until Hanne finally extracted the thermometer from between his lips with a brief, professional smile. Except now Ann-Grete burst in, her face flushed with excitement.

"There's a German officer out in the hall!" hissed the other nurse, eyes bulging. "I told him to wait, but he's asking all about—" 

Uninvited, the black-eyed man in a matching black Gestapo uniform stepped into the room.

"I'm sorry." Almost without thinking Hanne stepped up to block his entry, like a mother hen protecting chicks. "The patients in this room are not able to see any visitors. You'll have to wait out—" 

"I'm here to speak with a man who was involved in an incident on Nørrebrogade." He tried to slip by her as he checked a small notebook, but she sidestepped and gave no ground."A man on a bicycle, wearing a pastor's collar? We just need to ask him a few questions. A routine matter."

Routine? Hanne knew that with the German occupiers nothing was routine. And this fellow spoke with the kind of heavily accented Danish that blended an unseemly gargle of German phrases, just as unwelcome as the sputum of a highly contagious bronchitis patient. Still she refused to flinch, crossing her arms and resisting the temptation to shield her face. Sweat trickled down the back of her neck and she clamped her fingers tightly so no one would notice their trembling.
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"As you can see," she spat back, speeding up her diction out of spite, "he's heavily sedated for the moment. He couldn't speak with anyone if he wanted to. Not to the doctor, even.And most certainly not to you."

She hoped the pastor would catch her meaning as she turned to see him lying with his eyes closed and his hands folded on his chest, the picture of serenity. Good boy.

"Hmm." The German frowned and finally backed up a step.If he peered around Hanne's squared shoulder he would surely not miss the black coat jacket still hanging beside the bed. "I'll ignore your rudeness for now. But I will be back in the morning, then, when he will be awake and able to answer my queries."

Without another word he swiveled on his polished black boots and strutted out the door, leaving a trail of black scuffmarks behind him on the newly polished tile floor.

No introduction, no names, and no one said a word until several long moments later. That's when Hanne finally breathed.

"Wow, Hanne." Ann-Grete checked down the hallway, still white-knuckling the doorframe. "You were a bulldog. I never knew."

And speaking of not knowing . . . Hanne turned to their "heavily sedated" patient with a frown. She didn't want to imagine the trouble he could have brought on them—or might still.

"You didn't tell me you were in the Resistance, Pastor."

He opened his eyes and looked around, eyes wide this time.

"Is it safe to talk?" he wondered aloud. "Because I don't know why you're doing this, but—" 

"It's all right." She raised her hand. "You don't have to explain anything to me. In fact, I'd rather you didn't. It's much better that way."

"No, you don't understand."
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"Did you see his beady little eyes?" Ann-Grete kept watch at the door. "I saw a snake like that at the zoo in Frederiksberg, once. Gave me nightmares when I was a little girl."

"I know what you mean." Inwardly, Hanne shivered the same way she had when the German trucks had awakened her out of her Adolf Hitler nightmare. But outwardly she made very sure her voice carried enough gravity so there would be no mistaking her intent. "But as soon as the Gestapo fellow is out of the building, we're moving our pastor out of here."

"Moving? Where?" If Ann-Grete's eyes got any bigger . . .

"He will be checked out of this ward immediately. Paperwork will indicate he was well enough to return home."

"But I thought the doctor said he wanted to observe him overnight."

Hanne sighed.

"Then we'll move him down to the psychiatric ward for now, just for a short time. If anyone asks we'll say he's confused and we don't know his name. You understand?" 

"He's not the only one who's confused." But now Ann- Grete nodded seriously as Hanne finished her instructions.Ann-Grete was a good first- year nurse, even if it took her a little longer to catch on.

"And I don't have to tell you—" 

This time Ann-Grete nodded gravely.

"I understand. No more paperwork. Just a note that he's been discharged."

Good. But just to be sure, Hanne glanced at her patient once more. He stared back at her, his mouth slightly agape, his hand on his cheek in wonder, or so it seemed.

Quite the actor.
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BISPEBJERG HOSPITAL, KØBENHAVN 

FRIDAY EVENING, 17 SEPTEMBER 1943 

 

Our form of heroism is cheerful defiance with the  

least possible show. We shall never learn to be ceremonious, and  

this was our strength in these years. The German chains were  

broken by Danish laughter. 

—ERNST MENTZE

 

 

Listen, nurse, uh, none of this is actually necessary. Is it?" "Here we go. One, two—" 

Nurse Hanne helped him slide out of bed and into a wheelchair by the side of his bed. From the cool draft on his legs, he wondered how much his skimpy hospital gown actually covered. Unfortunately, at the moment he could do very little to change the situation.

"As I told you, I'm not a member of the Underground," he went on, trying to sound as authoritative as when he mounted the steps to his elevated pulpit on Sunday morning. "I was just on my way here to visit a parishioner, an elderly woman who had fallen and broken her hip. Nothing more."

"So you said." The lovely raven-haired nurse checked the wheels on his chair and offered him a blanket, which he gratefully accepted. "But please don't worry. If we are asked, that's exactly what we will say, as well."

"No, you don't understand. I am most certainly not who you think I am."

"And who do I think you are?" 
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"Look, this is getting very confusing and existential, so unless you want to discuss the finer points of Kierkegaard's philosophy, then perhaps—" 

"I did a paper on Kierkegaard in school." When she interrupted him her hazel eyes seemed to twinkle with purpose.He'd never seen such brilliant color; she could not know how they drew him in.

Or perhaps she just enjoyed being petulant. She checked her clipboard once again. "Patient displays obvious confusion about his identity. Recommend relocation to E Ward."

"That's not what it says."

She concealed an amused look.

"So you feel as if you were a piece in a game of chess, when your opponent says of it: That piece cannot be moved. Is that it?" 

"You're quoting Kierkegaard, again."

Steffen looked up at her and sighed in resignation. By now he knew without a doubt this was a person who was used to getting her way, and nothing he could say would change her mind about who he was. The Germans had been shooting at him for a reason, she believed, so that was that. And the Gestapo man's visit to his room? Quite proof enough for her.Perhaps he could try another angle.

"You haven't heard of any clergy working with the Underground before," he asked, "have you?" 

"There's always a first time." And this time she kept her eyes on her wristwatch as she tucked his arm against her and counted his pulse. He feared it might be racing a bit at her touch, though he would never admit it. He certainly would not admit the tinge of disappointment he felt when she let his arm go to jot another note on her clipboard.

"I'm going to live?" he asked. She lifted her eyebrows.
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"Not such a safe bet, these days, especially for those of us traveling through gun battles. I suppose how long you want to live, well, that's up to you, then."

He opened his mouth to argue the point, then thought better of it as she began to wheel his gurney out of his room and into the hallway.

"Wait." He pointed back at the room. "My bomb-making supplies?" 

"Of course." She paused their parade and fetched the small handbag with his robe and collar. When she handed it to him he clutched it protectively, like a pillow. Certainly she must have known what was in the bag (it had obviously been opened and examined), and still she seemed to think he was implicated in the incident? Yet she probably had no idea how hard his ceremonial collar was to starch and press.

"All right, then." She tucked the pen into the clipboard and hung it from a hook on the end of his bed. "So here we go."

Despite the soreness, he was sure he could have walked just fine. No need for this. But he decided he might as well enjoy the ride and appreciate Nurse Hanne's overprotective initiative. So he gripped the sides of the gurney as they shuttled down the polished hospital hallway, and kept an eye on her as they wove in and around examination carts and other staff. This nurse was obviously on a mission, one in which he found himself quite the center, perhaps.

At the same time, he couldn't help admiring this young nurse, several years his junior and pretty in a way he hadn't noticed at first. Though not all Danes were fair-haired and blue-eyed in the way that outsiders expected of Scandinavians, Hanne's features held just a hint of the Mediterranean, if one was looking closely for it. Her smooth skin and features reminded him of a late-summer tan, with a hint of gold. And her eyes—but he had already noticed that part of her.
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Eventually they made their way down a ramp and through one of the hallway-like tunnels connecting the stately, attractive brick buildings scattered about the Bispebjerg campus.Along this route they would see none of the landscaped acres, some of the prettiest in København. And they would miss seeing how Bispebjerg, or "Bishop's Mount," was so aptly named—though the "mount" was little more than a gentle rise in the city landscape. Instead they would slip underneath it all, through Nurse Hanne's shortcut.

But he didn't ask questions this time. She knew where she was going; he obviously did not.

"I don't want you to be alarmed at some of the patients you might encounter in the psychiatric ward," she finally told him as they wheeled through another set of doors, then up another ramp. She didn't even seem to labor behind his weight. "As a pastor, though, naturally you've seen these kinds of cases many times before."

"Naturligt." He nodded.

Unfortunately, he had.

"I actually don't get out to this part of the hospital very often," she admitted, pushing him carefully into another hallway. "I don't have a problem with injured bodies. It's the injured minds that are difficult. I don't know how you deal with it."

"Sometimes I wonder, myself. But it's funny. I guess I've always looked at it the other way around—admired the way people like you can patch up bodies. Seems like a very . . . like something Christ would do, if he were here. Me, I'm not very useful when it comes to blood. A little queasy, I'm afraid."

"No one's ever accused me of being like Christ." She laughed for the first time—a soft, warm sound that he could almost feel rather than just hear as it lit up her face. He wanted to ask her to laugh once more, just for the experience.

 


[image: Image2]



 

"No?" He looked up at her as they wheeled down the hall, seeing her face upside down but no less attractive. She visibly stiffened when a voice called her from down the hall.

"Hanne! There you are!" A man hurried up behind them; fortunately he was Danish. "I've been looking for you all over."

She didn't slow down as they pulled into a shadowy patient room, which—from what Steffen could see—looked very much like the one he had stayed in before. He guessed the windows didn't open to the outside world, though.

"I'll be right back." Hanne excused herself before turning on the lights. It wasn't hard to hear her hushed whispers echo in from the hall.

"How did you get in here, Aron?" she asked, and now Steffen couldn't miss an unmistakable edge to her voice.

"Saw you from down the hall," he replied. "Ann-Grete said you'd be here. New patient?" 

She paused. "Something like that. Look, Aron, I'm sorry.I really need to get back to work. And, uh . . . thank you for the flowers."

"You'll call me soon?" The man sounded rather pushy to Steffen—though he couldn't say why it mattered to him."The rabbi asked for you at Sabbath services."

"Rabbi Melchior, you mean?" 

"He's still filling in since Rabbi Friediger was arrested. But people were asking about you."

"I've been busy here at the hospital."

"And I'm hearing that more and more often, lately. Hanne, I'm concerned."

Another pause. Steffen almost wished he could see what was happening out in the hallway, instead of having to guess.

"Nothing to be concerned about," she finally answered, and her voice had changed to something softer, perhaps more defensive. "We can talk when I get off my shift. But right now I'd better walk you to the door. I still don't know how you got in here without someone questioning you. After all, you don't look like a doctor."
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This time he laughed as the voices faded down the hall.

"What?" he said, "You think the stockbroker's suit gave it away?" 

Steffen still listened closely, but he could not hear her laugh at the lighthearted remark. Only the man, the stockbroker.But now the room grew quiet once more, save the low, husky voice from the corner.

"What are you here for?" 

Steffen nearly jumped out from under his blanket.
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4


BISPEBJERG HOSPITAL KØBENHAVN

SATURDAY AFTERNOON, 18 SEPTEMBER 1943 

 

Being born in a duck yard does not matter,  

if only you are hatched from a swan's egg. 

—HANS CHRISTIAN ANDERSEN

 

 

Steffen could not remember a longer night, trying to pretend he was asleep after he had exhausted his store of encouraging words for the man who saw all kinds of people hiding under his bed and German soldiers just outside the door. Fortunately, this time he was mistaken, but Steffen couldn't convince him of that.

And Steffen must have finally dozed off, as it turned out, when the next thing he remembered was someone shaking him awake.

"Steffen, what are you doing here?" 

Steffen woke to see his younger brother Henning's face, only centimeters away. In some ways it was like peering too closely into a mirror: Henning had been given the same large ears, deep blue eyes and long nose, only his hair had turned lighter and wavier. That, and he looked much younger than the four years between them.

"Henning!" gasped Steffen, shaking off a drowsy headache."You startled me!" 

"Not as much as you startled me, when I heard."
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Steffen's mind spun. "But how? How did you hear?" 

"One of my friends told me there was a shootout yesterday on Nørrebrogade, and that that they carried two German soldiers and a pastor away. He thought he recognized you, but he wasn't sure if you were alive."

"Well, I was, last time I checked. Did you hear what happened to my bicycle?" 

"Look at you!" Henning pointed at the bandages on Steffen's chin and forehead. "You're nearly left for dead in the street and the only thing you're worried about is your bicycle."

"Not true. I'm worried about getting out of here, too. But I do like the bike."

Steffen tried to point with his eyes at his roommate, who looked very much asleep, but one could never be sure.Henning studied the man a moment before turning back to his brother and lowering his voice.

"Listen, you weren't . . ." He hesitated, as if searching for words. "You weren't actually part of that action, were you? Because if you were, I need to know."

"I thought you Resistance guys kept that sort of thing secret from each other."

Henning frowned. "Stop messing around. Were you, or were you not, part of what happened there on Nørrebrogade?" 

Henning looked so expectant, it almost reminded Steffen of the days after their mother died, when his little brother was just eighteen and their father was in Venezuela, or Siam, or wherever in the world his ship had taken him, and between the two of them Steffen was all the father they had. Not that it would have mattered much if Far had been home. But that was a long time ago, and he needed to not think about it so much anymore.
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Still, for a brief moment, Steffen was almost tempted to tell his younger brother that he had been injured in the line of duty, so to speak. That he was . . . doing something for the Resistance, smuggling weapons, taking part in a street demonstration . . . or whatever else Henning and his Underground friends were doing. Instead he sighed and explained what had really happened, and watched as Henning's expression deflated, word by word.

"That's what I thought," Henning told him after Steffen had spilled all the details he could remember. "For a minute, there—" 

"You needn't worry about me, little brother." Steffen reassured him, pointing to his bandaged forehead. "This is the worst kind of trouble I've gotten myself into. But you of all people know it wasn't my fault."

"Of course it wasn't." Henning frowned and straightened back up. "And that's precisely the trouble."

"I don't see how that's a problem." Steffen felt his temperature rising despite all his efforts to keep his voice level and his expression cool.

"Well, it is. You're too cautious. You're always too cautious.With women you're too cautious. Why else are you not married, yet? With politics you're too cautious. With life in general you're too cautious."

"Interesting. I don't recall inviting you to come here and insult me."

Steffen glanced over at his roommate, who had finally stirred a bit as Henning raised his voice. Or perhaps they had both raised their voices. Henning didn't seem to care.

"I'm not insulting you," he fired back. "It's true. When other people are out in the streets, putting their lives on the line, you're safe inside, preparing your next sermon."
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"Oh, yes. It's quite obvious how safe I've been." Steffen showed off the bandages on his hands to contradict his brother's charges.

"As you said, it wasn't your fault."

"And it wasn't my fault the Gestapo fellow came looking for me."

"Wait a minute, what?" Henning nearly choked. "You didn't tell me anything about Gestapo."

"You didn't ask." Steffen shrugged. "But he came to the other room I was in, wanting to question me."

"And?" 

"And the nurse turned him away. Said I was sedated or sleeping and couldn't be disturbed."

"I take it you weren't."

"I could hear what was going on. But as soon as he left she wheeled me over here."

"Smart girl. I'm going to have to thank her, next time I see her."

"But you don't know who I'm talking about."

"You mean Nurse Hanne?" Henning smiled. "She's the one who told me where to find you."

By this time Steffen's roommate was sitting up in bed, fully awake. As the brothers spoke he pointed to the hallway.

"They're here!" he shouted at the top of his lungs. If that didn't bring a nurse running, nothing would. They looked at each other, then out at the empty hall.

"Who's here?" Henning finally asked. But the poor man cowered in his bed, breathless and still pointing.

"Hitler and his bodyguards! Don't you see? Right out in the hallway. They're looking for us. Get out of here while you still can!" 

Steffen lowered his voice once again and leaned toward his brother.
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"He's been saying that kind of thing all night. He sleeps and then he wakes up and shouts something absurd."

"You don't believe me?" asked his roommate. "Look for yourself!" 

Well, yes, someone had arrived at their door, all right— probably in response to the man shouting. Fortunately it wasn't Hitler or his men, but Nurse Hanne Abrahamsen, holding a bulging paper sack. She didn't smile.

"He's back, already," she told them. And by now Henning would probably have a good idea who she was talking about. "He might not find you in this ward, but—" 

"I'll take that." Henning took the bag of Steffen's clothes. "We'll be out of here in just a couple of minutes."

"I'm very sorry, Pastor." She looked straight at Steffen. "I know it's very much too soon for you to leave. But I don't know if the German is going to believe our story."

"Well, but . . . thanks for everything you're doing. You have no idea how much I appreciate—" 

"I'll take care of him." Henning took charge. "Thanks, Hanne. You know we always appreciate what you all do here at Bispebjerg. Especially when it's my brother. But you'd better go."

Steffen didn't know what to say as the nurse gave him a knowing look as she nodded and slipped back out of the room. What had she heard of their conversation? 

Meanwhile Henning passed his brother the bag of clothes, helping him first with his ripped white shirt, then his trousers.

"Better wear your coat over that shirt," said Henning. "Looks like you've been in a battle."

True. The front of the shirt carried blood stains and several holes from the glass and the street. But when he shrugged on his black jacket a stabbing pain in his side reminded him of where he'd been injured by the glass.

 


[image: Image2]



 

"Ow!" He winced. "But . . . wouldn't there be some kind of paperwork to complete? I would have to check out."

"From where, Steffen? You're not even checked in."

"Right." Steffen had to think it through. No sense in doing something illegal, or anything that would cast him in a less than positive light.

"No time for that, now," said Henning. "We'll leave by the side entrance."

"How do you know your way around here so well?" wondered Steffen. Henning didn't answer, so he paused by the door and turned to his roommate.

"Get out while you can!" cried the man. Steffen smiled and nodded his goodbye.

"Come on." Henning took him by the arm, and it was all Steffen could do to keep up with him as they practically sprinted through the hallway and pushed through a side entrance. The strange thing was, none of the nurses seemed to give them a second glance.

Even more strange was the waiting ambulance outside the back door, unlocked and unmanned. It resembled one of the Falck—Danish rescue and fire service—station cars, only older, like a large van with the long hood, painted bright red on the lower half and black on the upper. Henning glanced quickly around the courtyard, then climbed into the driver's seat and motioned for his brother to get in the other side.Steffen shook his head in disbelief.

"What are you doing?" 

"What does it look like I'm doing?" Henning reached under the mat for a set of keys, then started up the engine. "Now hurry up and get in before somebody sees us."

"This is crazy!" Steffen stood his ground. "I'm thinking maybe you belong back there in the psychiatric ward, too.And I will not have any part in this."
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"Would you shut up and quit complaining?" Henning jumped out and guided Steffen by the elbow around to the passenger side and nearly shoved him inside. And in his condition, Steffen could hardly resist. But in the process he couldn't help noticing the handle of a small pistol tucked into Henning's belt, hidden only partially by his shirttail.Steffen pointed at the weapon.

"Do you want to tell me what that's all about?" 

Henning didn't explain as he slammed the passenger door, ran back around and climbed in the driver's side, and put the car in gear.

"Henning!" 

"What? I didn't steal it, if that's what you're worried about.In fact, I use this thing all the time. It's a 1934 Buick. I like the American cars, don't you? We picked it up for not so much when the Falck rescue people were getting new ones just before the war. So all you have to do is sit still and stay quiet."

"I'm not talking about the ambulance, Henning, although I have to say it worries me a little. But the gun. I'm talking about the gun. You can't be serious about this. What if we're stopped?" 

"Oh. Well, actually, we won't be stopping for anybody— especially not Germans."

"But . . . you really wouldn't use it, would you? I've never seen you with a gun, before."

But now Henning wasn't answering any more questions as he grit his teeth and they wound through the narrow streets of København. And true to his word, Henning almost didn't stop for pedestrians or bicyclists making their way home from work. He followed Lygtenvej along the rail line, then turned underneath the line and weaved through a sea of bicyclists on busy Nørrebro Street and past the park to Sankt Stefan's Kirke—most surely not named for its current pastor.
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Steffen had come this way a thousand times on his bicycle, only never like this. He tried to ignore the pain in his side and the stitches that threatened to burst. And Henning grinned as they turned into the back entrance, screened by several trees.

"By the way," said Henning, "I'd watch out for that nurse, if I were you."

"Pardon?" Steffen tried his best to sound confused.

"Don't play dumb; you know what I mean, Steffen.Anybody could see the way you were keeping an eye on her.And I have to say, it looked mutual to me."

"You're seeing things."

"I sure was. But tell me. You know I'm not a theologian or anything like you, but isn't there some kind of church law against pastors dating Jewish nurses?" 

"Oh, brother." Steffen shook his head. "Look, I don't know what you think you saw, but you're way ahead of yourself, or way off. There's nothing to worry about. Nothing at all."

"Whatever you say, big brother." The grin never left his face as they pulled up in the back alley behind the church with a squealing of tires. "But I'd still be careful. And here we are."

Henning kept the motor running and the lights off while Steffen actually wondered what his brother had seen. Had it really been that obvious? Henning stepped around outside and opened the passenger door.

"So for now you just need to get back into your church and lay low," he told Steffen in a low voice. "Take it easy, all right? Don't tell anyone about the shooting thing, if you can help it. Just say you had a bike wreck."
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Steffen could only nod dumbly. What else could he say now? 

"I didn't want to pull up in front of your apartment building and attract a lot of attention," Henning went on. "Are you going to be okay getting home?" 

Steffen nodded through the throbbing pain in his side as he pulled himself out. The early afternoon had not yet warmed up that day, and a hint of fog seemed to hang around the rooftops and towers of the city, waiting to strangle its life. Maybe that's what would happen now, and he looked up at the mist that swirled about the sturdy bell tower of Sankt Stefan's. He had always admired the imposing red brick building, ever since he was a young boy and he'd craned his neck to take it all in.

"Steffen?" Henning roused him from his dark thoughts.

"Right." Steffen shivered and stepped away from the ambulance."I guess I know who to call now, if I ever need a ride."

"I told you to forget it," replied Henning, placing the ambulance back into gear. "Go back to your sermons. Take the people's minds off the war. Stay inside your church. That's where you belong."

Steffen didn't answer and he didn't even have a chance to thank his brother before the ambulance sped off again and disappeared around a corner, leaving him standing there alone.

"You really know where I belong?" Steffen asked the quiet street. "I don't even know that."

At the moment he didn't care to discuss the matter, however.Not even with God and certainly not with his brother.So after unlocking the back entry he slipped into the cool, comfortable embrace of the church building. Maybe Henning was right. Here it smelled of Scriptures and dust, communion wafers and the faintest hint of candle wax. Here he didn't even need to find a light switch; he knew every passage, hallway, and stairway by heart, and if he ever went blind that might be a useful skill. And though he didn't need to, he closed his eyes briefly as he ambled slowly down one hallway, then the next, and painfully mounted the twelve steps up to the next level and the small room he called his office.
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Strange, he thought, noticing for the first time a weak glow spilling out from under the solid oak door. Who would have left the light on? 

He found out in a moment, when Margrethe the janitor scrambled from behind his desk as she saw him opening the door.

"Margrethe! I wasn't expecting to see you!" He had jumped nearly as much as she had—though with her portly build she would have a more difficult time gaining altitude. He sometimes wondered how she managed to maintain her weight despite food rationing for the past four years of German occupation, and on her salary. Perhaps it was just that way with some women.

"Oh! Pastor! Nor I you. I mean . . . I was just doing some dusting. I didn't hear you coming." Margrethe stumbled over her feather duster and her words.

He looked around his comfortable little world to see that everything appeared undisturbed. Bookcases loaded down with Bible commentaries and the occasional murder mystery filled one wall. These were his friends.

A glass display case housed several souvenirs from his competitive rowing days with the D.S.R., the Danske Studenters Roklub, or Danish Students Rowing Club. His favorite, an inscribed bronze rowlock, took its place next to all the little rocks he'd collected from different places around Danmark: a small jet-black stone from the northern tip of Skagen, chalk from the white cliffs of Møen, a round gray rock from the remote island of Bornholm. These were his memories.
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His large walnut desk—the only piece of furniture to come with the study—took up most of the remaining space.

On the wall, a framed photo of his parents with him and his younger brother could probably have used dusting. So could the ledge below his only window, which looked out over a lovely copse of elms planted along the north side of the church building. Their leaves were just beginning to reveal traces of autumn gold, and their branches supported the little bird feeder he'd hung in front of his window a couple of years ago.

Piles of sermon notes lay scattered on his desktop. But now Margrethe had noticed something else that needed straightening.

"Your face, Pastor! Are you all right?" 

"Quite well. Just a little, er, bicycle incident. Accident."

She looked a little more closely as he pulled the front of his coat a little more tightly to hide his shirt.

"I hope I don't have a bicycle accident like that," she finally told him.

"Ja, well, I'm a little banged up, but none worse for wear.Still ready for Sunday."

"That's good to hear." She gathered up her things. "Actually I was just finishing up. A couple more pews out in the sanctuary to clean. And the floor. I'd better go."

He didn't ask what might be so dusty that she'd had to open his desk drawer, he just stepped aside as she shuffled past him and out the door. Well, Margrethe was always thorough.His stomach rumbled as he checked his watch.

Two-thirty? To Steffen it felt like dinnertime, and all the more when he remembered how little food he had at home in his tiny, cold apartment, just across the street on Nørrebrogade. He thought he had a couple cans of green beans, perhaps. He could heat up one of them on his little single-burner Primus kerosene stove, along with a dry piece of pumpernickel and a mystery sausage. Or maybe a bit of pickled herring, again? 
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No, he'd eaten the last of it three days ago.

All right, then. Since eating out had become far too expensive, lately, perhaps a little diet wouldn't hurt him. If only he had something for the throbbing pain in his side where they'd stitched him up. He straightened up his open Bible and sermon notes from the corner of his desk, snapped off the light, and turned to go.

Go back to your sermons, then. 

His brother's words had cut deeper than the glass that dug into his side.

Stay inside your church. 

He held a hand to his forehead but the headache—like the words—would not leave him.

That's probably where you belong, after all. 

For the first time since he'd accepted the call at Sankt Stefan's, Steffen wasn't entirely sure just where he belonged.
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