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            For my children Cilja, Felix, and Alvin.

         

      
   


   
      
         Thank you to my wife Anya, my friend Joy, and my editor Elisabeth.

      
   


   
      
         The names of the Farooq family are pronounced like this:

         Iqbal Farooq: yk’bal fa’rook

         Tariq: ta’reek

         Rafig: ra’feek

         Nazem: na’zem

         Fatima: ‘fatima

         Nasrin: nas’rin

         Dindua: ‘dindua

         “Come on in, Iqbal!”

      
   


   
      
         I took a deep breath and looked at the sign again. A small paper heart ornament was hanging lopsided on one corner, and in the middle, it read with large letters:

         Jeanette Ølholm – School Psychologist.

         I opened the door. The office was big and bright. A lady with red hair was sitting behind a brown desk weaving Christmas hearts.

         “Hello, Iqbal, my name is Jeanette, and I’m a psychologist here at the school. The two of us are going to have a chat, isn’t that lovely?”

         She smiled.

         “Well, it’s almost Christmas, so I’m in a rush to get some decorations ready,” she explained and pointed to a huge pile of Christmas hearts. Then she looked at me seriously.

         “So, Iqbal, you’ve been through quite the ordeal. Now, lie down on the couch, and tell me what really happened at the amusement park. It’s important to talk to an adult.”

         If she kept talking so much, it would be pretty difficult to get a word in edgewise, I thought. I didn’t know where to begin anyway, because I really couldn’t be bothered to talk about it.

         “What is the first thing you remember, Iqbal?”

         Jeanette Ølholm gave me an encouraging nod, smiled, and continued weaving her Christmas hearts.

         I closed my eyes and thought about it for a long time.

         Then I said, “It was the Christmas tree. I think it all started with Dad wanting a Christmas tree…”

      
   


   
      
         
            Chapter
          1
      

            The Christmas Tree
      

         

         “Iqbal! Fatima! Come on! Tariq is waiting on the street!”

         Dad bounced around the living room in his green undies while brushing his teeth in a way that made the toothpaste spray out of his mouth. “We are going to have the biggest and the prettiest Christmas tree in the entire building. In all of Nørrebro!

         “But Dad, can’t you just go down to Blågårds Plads by yourself and get a Christmas tree from there?” Fatima asked and snuggled up under her warm duvet.

         “We are not going to get our tree from the square,” Dad said. “It’s too expensive. I have spoken to Rafig, and he can get us cheap Christmas trees. One of his school friends lives out in the countryside where you can get them for 50 kroner. You just have to bring a saw.”

         That woke Fatima right up.

         “Don’t do it, Dad!” she yelled and ran into the living room. “Not Uncle Rafig. Things always go wrong when he’s mentioned!”

         “Come now, Fatima, come, come my girl,” Dad said and danced an Indian dance around her while singing a song from the motherland. “We are going to have the most beautiful Christmas tree in all of Denmark!”

         You couldn't ask for a cooler big sister than Fatima. She could say things to Mom and Dad that others wouldn’t even dream of. It’s no coincidence that she wants to be a cop when she grows up. She even does karate and has the black belt. Dad thinks it’s a bit inappropriate, but he’s still proud. Fatima is in her first year of high school at The Metropolitan School. Everybody thinks she’s beautiful, and all of our friends are in love with her.

         Dad was in seventh heaven with the prospect of being the center of attention on Christmas eve, and soon we were on our way to the place that Uncle Rafig knew. Fatima rode shotgun with Dad, and Tariq and I were in the back. Tariq is the smartest one in the family. He is only in 5th
          grade, but he can do Fatima’s homework and is so super smart that he solved Mensa’s problems in record time. Dad is always declaring proudly that Tariq has inherited his wisdom from his side of the family. Mom thinks it’s from hers. But they agree that only one thing is more important than life itself, and that is that Tariq is going to be a doctor. It’s just that, first of all, Tariq faints at the sight of blood, and second of all, it’s his dream to be a physicist.

         “Rafig, that son of a donkey! Why did he have to draw the map on this dirty napkin,” Dad cursed when we took a wrong turn for the trillionth time.

         But the music from his Bollywood cassette tape was blasting through the speakers and made it impossible for him to stay in a bad mood. Eventually we did find the place, in the middle of a forest, and very far from the highway. We drove into the courtyard, and Dad looked nervously around as he turned off the music.

         “Do you think they have dogs?”

         He is crazy scared of dogs. He claims that he is not scared, just careful, because in India dogs are as big and dangerous as lions. The last time we visited India, we kept an eye out for those big dogs, but we never saw them even though Dad assured us they were out there somewhere.

         “Iqbal, can you go outside and see if there are any dogs here?”

         I got out of the car and checked if the coast was clear.

         “It’s safe, Dad.”

         But as he was getting out of the car, I couldn’t help myself. “Oh no! A dog! Run for your life!

         “Oh God! I knew it!” Dad screamed and jumped back into the car. In his haste, he hit the horn, and the hoot was so loud that it would have scared any dog off. When Dad poked his head out, he saw Tariq, the little devil, squirming on the ground with laughter, tears rolling down his cheeks.

         “It was a lion, Dad, it was a lion!”

         “Very funny, Iqbal, very funny,” Dad said and tried to get out of the car as if nothing had happened. “And you Tariq, how about we find you a boarding school in Calcutta very soon?”

         We had a look around. It was a big, red house with grass on the roof, and it looked like one of those houses you see on postcards from Sweden or Bornholm. Behind it was something that looked like an outdoor toilet, and next to that was an old shed.

         Dad knocked on the front door, but nobody opened. So he got on his knees and looked through the letterbox, then he put his mouth in front of it and yelled, “HALLOOO!”

         Nobody answered, so it looked like we had no choice but to go find a tree and get back to Nørrebro in a hurry. But then Dad saw an axe and an orange road worker coat hanging next to the door.

         “Oh-ho!” he exclaimed. “Rafig’s study buddy definitely left me this jacket so that I won’t get dirty doing real man-work.”

         He put on the coat. And my God, he looked weird! The coat was at least ten sizes too big. It reached to his knees, and you couldn’t see his arms at all. He mostly looked like an orangutan, but Dad stood proud like some military general, and armed with one axe and an orange coat, he walked with brisk steps into the wilderness. Fatima, Tariq, and I tried to keep up as best we could.

         Dad quickly strayed into some shrubbery, and shortly after we heard a roar. “There it is!”

         We followed the roar and found him kneeling in front of a tree as if it was Tanweer Starfield himself, his favorite Bollywood actor. It wasn’t any old tree Dad had found. It was probably the biggest tree in a several-mile radius, and yes, it was actually a tree that might be considered for City Hall Square. But Dad wasn’t Nazem Farooq, son of Jaspal Farooq, for nothing.
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         “It’s about my honor,” he explained. “I’m from India, and under no circumstances can I live with a small, simple tree.”

         “Dad has gone insane,” Tariq whispered. “We might as well call the police so they can come pick him up right away.”

         It’s not every day that your father acts like an ape who has seen an Indian Bollywood actor on a plowed field.

         “But Dad,” I said, “It won’t fit in the apartment…”

         “It’s like at least 20 feet tall,” Fatima continued.

         “Yes, at least 20 feet,” I repeated.

         “No, no, beta,” Dad said. “We’ll cut a bit off the bottom, then it’ll fit.”

         With a lot of trouble and pains, we managed to tow the tree to our 1986 Mazda 626 and onto the roof. But as we were about to get in, a voice sounded from the red post card toilet. “The hell are you doing here?”

         We turned around to see a humongous mammoth-man in a plaid shirt with the sleeves rolled up to the shoulders come towards us. His arms were fully tattooed with a lot of ships, but all I could think about was how that big muscleman could get in and out of the toilet.

         “Are you deaf or do you need a spelling board? Did you escape from the refugee camp or something?” he yelled.

         “Um…” Tariq stuttered but was interrupted by Dad, “Hello, my good men!”

         “Dad, it’s not ‘my good men’,” Fatima whispered.

         “Yes, yes, we are going to celebrate Christmas and have bought this Danish Christmas tree from my brother, your old study buddy, and now we are going home and…”

         “Shut your cakehole, Mustafa! I never went to school with you or your brother,” the lumberjack interrupted.

         “My name isn’t Mustafa, it’s Nazem,” Dad said kindly.

         But the lumberjack was only interested in the car and the enormous Christmas tree.

         “Shut your cakehole, dammit! It’s the eighth time this week that people come and steal my Christmas trees. And on top of that you’ve nicked my jacket too! Who do you think you are, Mustafa?”

         Dad was at a loss.

         “My name isn’t Mustafa, and my brother, your old study buddy, said…”

         “I don’t give a damn about your brother!”

         The lumberjack’s face was tomato red.

         “Dammit, you’ve cut down my best tree, which I’ve promised to city hall next year! And you nicked my work coat while I was taking a shit. This is going to be very expensive for you!”

         The lumberjack paused for a while to catch his breath. I was honestly scared that he would actually explode. That probably wouldn’t look good on the tabloid covers. A picture of a lumberjack, exploded from rage, and then my Dad next to him, showered with the blood and guts of the lumberjack, wearing his orange jacket and holding a saw. That pause was probably healthy. But not for Dad, because he got a nasty shock.

         “That tree is worth five thousand and five hundred kroner, Mustafa, and we are not talking about dates, we are talking about coins!”

         “Fi… five… five thousand and five hundred kroner?” Dad stammered.

         It was dead silent in the car on the way home. All we could hear was Dad’s blood pumping with a heartrate of 180 and him muttering something about Uncle Rafig and his boneheaded school friend, who needed to be crossbred with some donkeys and Turkish mountain goats. It didn’t help the mood that Tariq stuck his head out the window as we were leaving and yelled, “Good Beirut, hooligan!”

         Once we were back on the highway, Dad realized that he was still wearing the lumberjack’s orange jacket. He stomped so hard on the Mazda’s brakes that they squealed, and the car skidded out to the side. Then he jumped out, tore off the jacket, threw it onto the highway, and stomped on it, all the while swearing so loudly in Punjabi that he didn’t hear the sirens of the motorcycle cop that had pulled up next to our car. He also didn’t notice the growing line of cars behind us.

         “Do you even have a driver’s license, Sir, and what are you actually doing?” the cop asked and gave the car and Christmas tree a once-over.

         “I… It’s my insane brother Rafig that promised me a Christmas tree for 50 kroner, but I ended up paying five thousand and five hundred, and then the lumberjack was mean, and it is our first time celebrating Christmas in Denmark. And quite possibly the last,” Dad added in despair and showed his driver’s license.

         “You know what, Nazem,” said the cop, whose name was Mikkel. “I’ll escort you home. Stay behind me, and I’ll make sure that Christmas tree makes it back to Nørrebro in good condition.

         Now Dad was soaring. And people on the street were dumbfounded when the motorcycle cop drove past with blue flashing lights and Dad in his wake with a giant Christmas tree on top of the car. They were all there: The greengrocer, the kiosk guy, and the neighbors. And all the customers in Netto stared out the windows.

         Before we parted with the cop, Dad asked if he wanted to come in for a spot of Indian tea and a bite of burfi, but the cop said he had to go catch some criminals.

         “Could you put my brother Rafig in jail then, just for a couple of weeks?” Dad asked. “Since he tricked me with the Christmas tree. Would serve him well!”

          
      

         We managed to drag the Christmas tree up to the apartment. Dindua helped too. He had been playing with Lelix, who lives just below us. Dindua’s real name is Ali, but he only wants to be called Dindua. One day he and Lelix had borrowed Lelix’ mother’s numerology charts and calculated that he simply had to be named Dindua. If not, he would be in a terrible accident. Unfortunately it was right at the time that the tsunami hit Asia, so the little rascals thought it was a sign from God. And because he’s a little spoiled brat, everybody went along with his crazy idea. I’ve tried to get him to change his name again. I’m hoping that next time he will realize that he needs an even more ridiculous name, such as Putz or Dimwit, but it’s a long shot. And now he’s walking around telling everyone that life and destiny is decided by the numbers we surround ourselves with, and that we have to find our numbers in life and surround ourselves with love. He has no idea what he’s talking about. It’s unbearable.

         “The tree needs to be ready before your mother gets home from work,” Dad huffed. “Bring me that saw, Dindua.”

         Dad lay on the floor with the Christmas tree, which took up the entire living room and some of the hallway.

         “But Dad, you can’t take more off the bottom,” I said.

         Dad looked at us and then at the Christmas tree.

         “Don’t worry, sweet children. Dad is here. We’ll just take some off the top,” he explained.

         Shortly after the tree was topless, and when Dad had cut off the stem, it looked like a tree growing through the floor and out through the ceiling. What was my family thinking? We’re not even Danish, we have never celebrated Christmas, and now there was a green Christmas monstrosity in the middle of our living room.

         And of course Dad hadn’t thought about getting Christmas lights and decorations either, so he began foraging the apartment for his own decorations.

         “Look children, you can use forks,” he said and attached a fork with elastic bands.

         Fatima, Tariq, and I watched silently from the couch as Dad and Dindua ran around the apartment finding one piece of junk after another. The height of this low point was Dindua, that little turd, wanting to hang socks on the Christmas tree.

         “It has socks on in all the cartoons,” he said, “and you put gifts in them.”

         “Yes, Dindua, we need that. I’ve seen that too. That’s a very good idea!”

         Dad patted him on the head, and two minutes later he was in the living room with his white tennis socks with two red stripes, which he had bought 50 pairs of on sale in Bilka.

         “Now it looks like a real Christmas tree,” he said proudly and took Dindua by the hand as he stepped back and looked at the Christmas tree with big, wet puppy eyes.

         And there it was. Our first Christmas tree ever. And it was butt-ugly! Fatima stood up.

         “As long as that green monstrosity is here, I can’t invite anyone over,” she said and went to her room and closed the door.

         When Mom came home from work and stepped into the living room, she screamed.

         “What is that, Nazem? We have a tree in our living room with stockings and cutlery. Why is that?”

         Where Mom and Dad were born, you don’t have trees inside, but outside.

         “I have never seen anything like it. And I have to say, I’m excited to tell the family in India that we have a tree in the middle of the living room – with stockings on!”

         Mom found it very difficult to stop laughing, but she regained a bit of control and tried to be serious.

         “What a beautiful tree, Nazem,” she tried.

         But the damage was done. Dad’s honor had been insulted.

         “Yes, yes, yes, you might say that,” he said to Mom. “There’s just something that you don’t know. This is one of the rarest, bespoke Christmas trees with extra distinguished silver fir-spikes. It has been genetically bred in a special lab and hand-grafted, and it has grown in very luxurious, custom-made dirt. For exactly this tree. And that’s why it cost five thousand and five hundred kroner…”

         Mom didn’t say anything. And that’s how Dad became the biggest topic of conversation on the block this first Christmas of our lives. The immigrants came to see this bespoke, genetic, luxury Christmas tree and were very, very impressed. Now it made more sense that the tree arrived with police escort, and in their eyes, Dad was a very important man. The Danes came to see the most expensive and maltreated Christmas tree in Copenhagen, and they were less impressed, but they had a lot of fun. And none of them had ever seen a tree decorated with cutlery and tennis socks.

      
   





Chapter 2

Our House



“Iqbal! Throw that Christmas tree out now. It’s May. I’ve said it a thousand times. I’m not picking up anymore of those fir spikes”

“It’s called fir needles, Dad,” Fatima said wearily while reading the newspaper. She couldn’t even be bothered to look at the tree anymore.

Dad was right. It had been six months since we had hauled the tree up the stairs with much difficulty, and now it looked like a sad skeleton of the Christmas tree it once was, which was in fact the most famous and most discussed tree in all of Nørrebro.

We all had to help drag it out of the apartment. Mom, Dad, Fatima, Tariq, Dindua, and I. There wasn’t a lot of space on the stairs, and we almost had to enter the neighbors’ apartment to turn the tree around so that we could get it down.

Our neighbors are Egyptian. It says Ali Nour on their door, and Ali is the caretaker of the building. Ali lives alone with his two sons Hassan, who is 21, and Kaseem, who is 16. Ali is no taller than 5’3, on the other hand, he has a huge spare tire around the middle. Fatima just calls him “the gut” whenever he walks by in his green boiler suit, which he is always wearing. In fact, he only takes it off when he goes to bed, and we are not entirely sure if he even does that.

Ali and his sons are really nice to us, and in a way, they are part of our family in Denmark.

Dad often says, “When you live many thousand miles from your real family, you find people who are in the same situation.”

A lot of weird things happen in Ali and his sons’ apartment. Last year when they came back from a summer vacation in Egypt, they barely got through the door before we heard yelling and screaming from their apartment. We ran in there.

“Ali, why are you screaming at your son?” Dad asked and looked hungrily at the mountain of exotic fruits and foods that they had brought back from Egypt.

“Eh, Nazem, my friend, we have shust come home, and Kaseem bring animal home to Denmark. I don’t know se animal. He trick me.”

Ali looked helplessly at Dad.

“Calm down, my friend. A little bit of animal doesn’t matter either way, and cut the boy some slack,” Dad said. “It’s healthy for boys to play with animals.”

“But I don’t like sat gross animal! In my country animals are not home. Animals are in nature or on grill. And Kaseem buts food for animal in refishagator. It is gross.

“Refishagator?” Dad asked?

“Yes, refishagator.”

Ali pointed to the fridge.

“Ah, refrigerator,” Dad said.

“But Dad,” Kaseem interrupted. “It would have died if I hadn’t brought it home, and it’s all quiet and calm and itty bitty. And little Henrik only grows to be 6 inches max.”

“There you go, Ali, God has given you a smart boy. He saves a little animal and names it Henrik, and it doesn’t get bigger than 6 inches. That can’t be a problem. Let the boy have it!” Dad said.

Ali thought about it for a long time.

“Okee, Nazem, you are my friend, for you, okee – my son is your son, and you say okee, I say okee, my animal is your animal…”
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