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Sometimes I think about Tøyen. It’s then I see Tøyen quite clearly.


People carrying shopping bags out of the supermarket and pushing buggies through the snow, running to school with bags thumping, and the caretaker standing by the gate at break time, smoking. Then the snow melts, and the Christmas trees lie brown outside the blocks of flats, and then the lawns turn green and full of dandelions, and so it goes on, people walking steadily and staggering and walking steadily again, babies being born and old folk dying, and at break time the caretaker leans against the pillar by the gate, blowing smoke towards the sky.


It’s then he thinks of me. He understood it all, I see that now. He gazes up above the rooftops and remembers everything.
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“Standing out here, are we?” the caretaker said.


He took up position at his pillar, taking a packet of cigarettes out of his pocket. And I stood where I always stood, I answered as I always used to answer.


“Yes,” I said.


“You know that’s not allowed?” the caretaker said.


I gave him the reply I’d learned from Dad.


“Rules are made to be broken.”


It was snowing a little. Behind us, someone was shouting eeny meeny miny moe! The caretaker stooped and lit his cigarette. Then we picked up our conversation.


“You know that’s not allowed?” I said.


“Rules are made to be broken,” the caretaker said. “Did you give away all your food again?”


I nodded. The squirrel had already been, Tøyen’s only squirrel and its finest. It knew when break time was, and then it came. The caretaker held the cigarette between his lips and took his packed lunch out of his pocket. He opened the foil, split the börek in two, and passed me one still-steaming half. His wife was very good at wrapping.


“It’s the circle of life,” the caretaker said. “You give to the squirrel, I give to you.”


“What’s the circle of life?” I said.


“Philosophy,” said the caretaker. “Here I am a caretaker, you know. But in my home country I was a great thinker.”


He turned and blew the smoke away from me.


“That’s the good thing about being an immigrant,” he said. “You can always tell people what you were in your home country.”


“But you’re pulling their legs?” I said.


“Never,” he said. “Well, actually, in my home country I was one of the country’s greatest leg-pullers. I won a competition. The National Leg-Pulling Championships.”


“Gosh,” I said.


“Anyway,” he said. “Have you seen that flyer over there?”


And he pointed with the cigarette between his fingers. Wanted: Christmas Tree Seller, it read. You Are: Conscientious. Responsible. Outdoorsy.


It was taped to a lamppost. At the bottom were strips of paper with a telephone number.


“Might be of interest?” the caretaker said.


“I don’t think ten-year-olds can get jobs, can they?” I said.


“It’s not you I was thinking of,” the caretaker said.


He went up to the lamppost and tore off one of the strips, and came back and put it in my hand.


“Show that to your dad,” he said.


Snowflakes were melting around the bit of paper in my palm.


“And if he does apply for the job, tell him to say he knows Alfred,” said the caretaker. “He’s the one who delivers the Christmas trees for them.”


“But is that true?” I said.


“True enough,” the caretaker said. “I know Alfred, you know me, and your dad knows you. That’s the circle of life.”


I nodded.


“While we’re at it,” said the caretaker, “you might as well take the whole thing.”


And he went back over, picked off the tape, and rolled the flyer into a scroll.


“It’s not allowed, putting up flyers here,” he said.


“But what if somebody else wants to apply for the job?” I said.


The caretaker tucked the scroll into my jacket pocket. Snowflakes were landing on his small woolly hat.


“Exactly,” he said. “You’re looking at a great thinker here.”





 


When I got home, Dad was sitting at the kitchen table. Looking up, he shielded his eyes with his hand.


“Is that the sun coming up?” he said. “Where are my sunglasses?”


He smiled, I smiled too. Then he stopped smiling.


“Come and sit here for a minute,” he said.


He rubbed his forehead. But I didn’t want him to start up. This is no way for kids to live, he says, tarmac and all this shit, and afterwards he says, but you’re not stupid, you two, nobody can say that, and you’ve had good times too, remember the tent that summer? Remember the cabin that winter? and I answer yes and no and yes, but I didn’t want him to start up again, so I unrolled the flyer and put it on the table.


“Christmas Tree Seller,” said Dad.


The flyer rolled up by itself. I rolled it flat again and held it down. He looked up.


“But a Christmas tree seller,” he said. “That’s a job for country bumpkins, Ronja.”


“But anything is better than nothing,” I said.


Then he looked again at the flyer. And suddenly he got up and went over to the counter and picked up the kettle. Turning on the tap, he said, “You’re not stupid, you know. You never have been.”


He filled the kettle. I love it when he drinks coffee. And when he grabs a pair of joggers and puts them on, and when he looks out of the window and starts to pace about, I love it. I remember all the jobs that Dad has had. The best one was the bakery, when he brought home giant cinnamon rolls, and I could eat them the next day at school, where the others peered into my lunch box like, no way, and Musse said, man, you’re always lucky, and Stella said, you know that’s not allowed? and Musse said, chill out, Stella, everybody else’s packed lunch is full of sugar anyway. But the supermarket one was good too, and the one where he washed the trams, and the others used to say, your dad works at the supermarket, right, can you get me a discount on chocolate milk? Your dad washes the trams, right, can you ask him not to wash off the bits my brother tagged? The only one that wasn’t good was when he was a poet and wrote about how thought was an eel in a trap and sold the poems outside 7-Eleven, I didn’t love that one, but I love it when the kettle starts to hiss, and that’s all it takes. You two dream too much, Melissa likes to say, if dreaming was a job we could move right now to the fancy streets in Holmenkollen.


The water bubbled. Dad picked up the kettle. And my head was already full of dreams. Because I knew where the Christmas tree market was, and I was thinking I could run over there straight after school, and Dad would be walking around among the trees in his woolly jumper, and I could stand over by the petrol station and watch him smile at the customers and put their money in a fat wallet. Then he’d get paid, and for Christmas we could give Melissa, I don’t know, something she wanted, and Dad would buy it and come home and beckon me into the bathroom and whisper, look, this is the sort of thing sixteen-year-olds are into, right? I thought it might be Dad who delivered the Christmas tree to school as well. I knew exactly what it would be like—Meron would lean against the window and yell, the Christmas tree is coming! The Christmas tree is coming! Look, it’s Ronja’s dad, yeah! And the teacher says sit, sit, stay in your seats, but everybody runs over to the window, yeah, then everybody runs over to the window, and downstairs we see the head teacher crossing the playground to meet Dad. She’s got her arms clutched around her wool coat. Then she points towards the gym. Her knitted belt is flapping in the wind, and Dad is smiling his big smile, and Dad hauls the tree through the school gate, and everyone in class yells wow. That’s what I dreamed.


Dad stood looking out of the window. It was still snowing. He held the mug to his chest. Our kitchen was so empty.


“Maybe we can have a Christmas tree this year, then,” I said.


“What?” said Dad.


“If you’re a Christmas tree seller,” I said. “Then can we have a Christmas tree?”


“Of course,” said Dad, turning to face me. “My Robber’s Daughter. You reckon employees get a discount?”


“Yeah, definitely,” I said.


“Or even a free tree, maybe?” Dad said, and I nodded, because I did think so.





 


“My Robber’s Daughter,” Dad liked to call me. “You are my Robber’s Daughter and my Treasure Chest and my Rainy-Day Fund.”


He liked to call us Star and Moon and Macaroni and Caramel. He called us Ronja the Robber’s Daughter and Melissa Moonlight, he walked in through the door and said, “Where’s my Robber’s Daughter and my Moonlight?”


“Here,” we’d say. “We’re just sitting here eating Frosties.”





 


“But do you think he’ll get the job?” I said.


I was lying in the crook of Melissa’s shoulder. The beams of cars’ headlamps moved across the ceiling.


“No,” Melissa said. “Of course not.”


She picked at the tear in the wallpaper.


“But if he does. You’d want us to have a Christmas tree too, right?”


Melissa stopped picking.


“I mean, you think a Christmas tree would be nice, don’t you?”


“Ronja,” she said. “A Christmas tree costs maybe six hundred kroner.”


Outside, a car honked its horn. Somebody shouted, oy, watch where you’re going!


“It’s icy,” Melissa said. “It’s that freezing rain.”


“But Melissa,” I said. “Don’t you think we’d get a discount on Christmas trees if he was working there?”


“But he isn’t working there,” she said. “In case you’d forgotten. Try to think about something else.”


But I didn’t want to think about anything else. I screwed up my eyes until I had a head full of Christmas trees.


“But if,” I said. “It will help if he says hi from Alfred, don’t you think?”


“Sure,” Melissa said. “Can we sleep now?”


“But if he says hi from Alfred and if he gets the job and if there’s an employee discount,” I said. “I’m just wondering: would you want to decorate the tree straightaway? Or would you wait until Christmas?”


Melissa looked at me.


“I don’t want to dream like that,” she said.


“Just a little bit?” I said. “Just one teeny tiny dream?”


“Jesus fuck,” she said, but she’d given in, I could tell, the way she looked up at the ceiling and her body relaxed. She took my hand under the duvet.


“Sure,” she said. “If we get a Christmas tree.”


“Yeah,” I said.


“Then we’ll put it in the living room,” she said.


“But can you say that it’s a cabin?” I said.


She looked at me. “Okay, the thing I don’t get is that you know exactly what I’m supposed to say,” she said. “Why can’t you just tell the story yourself?”


“Sweet Caramel?” I said.


She shut her eyes. “Okay,” she said. “We are now in a cabin. Deep, deep in the woods. With a fireplace, the whole shebang. And then, on Christmas Eve itself, in the morning, when it’s dark.”


“Yes?” I said.


“We go into the living room and light the candles on the tree,” she said. “And the way they glow is just . . . incredible.”


“Yeah,” I said. “Like in ‘The Little Match Girl.’”


“Don’t think about that,” Melissa said. “That’s the saddest story ever.”


“But remember the tree?” I said. “Don’t you remember the tree she’s looking at?”


“She’s hallucinating,” Melissa said. “Don’t think about that. The girl dies at the end, you know.”


“She doesn’t die,” I said. “She goes to her grandma.”


Melissa took a breath and shook her head, but then she put her face to mine, her mouth right up close to my ear, and she spoke softly, about Christmas decorations and log fires and smoke that rose towards the sky, deep, deep within the woods.





 


Then you’ll have to find the path. You’ll know it when you do, because there’ll be a sort of portal in the woods—there’s snow on the trees, and they stoop over you as you begin to walk. And you begin to walk. It’s easy, because the snow along the path is trodden firm. Then there’s a clearing, and you see the lake, flat and white, and the hill where the fox has its den, and at the top you see the fence, and you’ll follow that, and you know what you’ll see then.





 


“Girls,” Dad called to us. “I got the job.”


It was the next day, after school. We were sitting at the table. My mouth was full of Frosties and milk. Dad was standing in the kitchen doorway. He smiled and dropped his leather jacket on the floor, then he came up to us and tossed some sheets of paper on the table.


“I got it,” he said.


Melissa put her spoon down in her bowl.


“Congratulations,” she said. “When do you start?”


“Tomorrow,” Dad said.


“You should set an alarm, then,” Melissa said.


“This job is perfect,” Dad said. “It starts at ten.”





 


“Miracles do happen,” the caretaker used to say. “Sometimes there just isn’t any other way out, and that’s when a miracle happens.”





 


When we got home the next day, he was gone. We sat at the kitchen table again, we ate Frosties again. It was dark outside, and Dad wasn’t there.


“Do you believe he’s at work?” I said.


“I don’t believe anything,” Melissa said. “Believing’s for the mosque.”


“But if you had to guess? Where would you guess he is?”


Then the front door opened, I jumped, and Dad cried, “Hello there, oof, it’s nice and warm in here!”


Melissa stopped eating. Dad kicked off his shoes and came into the kitchen. He was wearing his woolly jumper, and it was covered in needles. He put his mittens to dry on the radiator. He’d just been at work, then he’d come home again. He was just opening the cupboard and throwing a whole packet of spaghetti into a saucepan. Then he went out into the hall and rummaged through the drawers and said he needed more mittens.


“You have no idea how wet fir trees get in this weather,” he said. “Unless you work with them, you’ve got no idea.”


Afterwards he sat down at the table and began to talk. He’d just been at work then come straight home, and I knew what Melissa was thinking, it won’t go on like this, she thought, and yet it did.





 


It went on. Every day we ate spaghetti. Every day he talked about the job. He said the boss was a little dictator and the firs were fat and heavy as pigs, but he smiled, he squirted ketchup onto the spaghetti, he said his neck and fingers and backside were sore, and Melissa twirled spaghetti round her fork and kept her eyes down, but I stared at Dad, because miracles do happen. They have happened. He talked about November in the Christmas tree industry and about chopping and loading and nursing homes, which have to have two or three Christmas trees one after another, because that’s how long Christmas lasts at a nursing home, and the elderly can’t be doing with plastic, Dad said, old folk deserve the smell of fir. He talked while he washed the saucepan. He talked while I did homework. And while I brushed my teeth, he sat on the toilet lid and talked about the tree farm at Enebakk and the tree farm at Moss and what kind of tree we’d buy, a fjord spruce, if we were lucky and there were any left by the time he’d been paid, and then at last he sat on the edge of the bed and undid the tangles in my hair and talked about silver firs and ordinary firs and Sitka firs and lots of other firs I can’t remember anymore.





 


And Monday came and Tuesday and Wednesday, and he talked about the cabin we would buy if he could just get a regular job. Thursday came and Friday, and he talked about the path and the fence and how we’d sit out on the doorstep and look up at the Big Dipper, and then it was Saturday, and there was a knock at the door.


Dad let go of my hair and stood up off the bed. But ours wasn’t really a flat where people came knocking. Only Aronsen came knocking round our flat, I’m calling the police, he’d say, but he never called the police. But before, when I was little, I thought he would. He’d be standing there in his dressing gown and I’d be clutching Dad’s legs and crying, don’t call, don’t call, until Aronsen looked down and said, hush now, I’m not calling anybody, I’m just trying to get this into your dad’s head.


Dad went into the hall. I heard him answer. I found a corner of the duvet cover and bit it.


“Hello, there,” said Dad.


“How’s it going?” said a lady. “Haven’t seen you in a while.”


It was Sonja.


“I was just wondering,” she said. “Nothing’s happened, has it?”


Yes, that was Sonja. I’d met her at the Friend at Hand and had seen her lean towards Dad across the table. And I hated the Friend at Hand. They should call that place the Enemy at Hand, Melissa liked to say. That place ought to be closed down. I’d met her at Stargate also, Stargate which I also hated, the stars above the door and the darkness inside and how their table was way over in the corner, so you had to walk through all the darkness just to find him, and that’s where Sonja used to sit and smile. She’d sat on our sofa too, and talked to me, and I hated the smell of her breath, and now she was standing in the corridor outside, asking Dad whether anything had happened. Yeah, a few of us were wondering, Sonja said, we’ve got to look out for each other, you know, no one else is going to.


“Nothing’s happened,” Dad said. “I’ve just been working.”


“Oh right, great,” Sonja said. “But we’ll be seeing you back there sometime soon, won’t we?”


I chewed and bit the flap of duvet cover.


“We’ll see,” said Dad. “I have to get up early these days, you know.”


Then they talked too quietly. But after a minute I heard Sonja.


“Ten o’clock?” she said. “But that means you can have a lie-in, doesn’t it?”


“Yeah, sort of,” said Dad.


“You could drop by tonight, then.” Sonja said.


I stopped chewing, the air whistling in my ears. Dad cleared his throat in the hall. The neighbour flushed the toilet.
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