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            December 1st
         

         

         “Iqbal, wake up, wake up, wake up, my son, wake up, boy,” Dad whispered in my face while shaking me and trying to rip off my duvet.

         “Calm down, Dad, it’s only … um, what time is it actually?” I asked sleepily and saw out of the corner of my eye that it was pitch black outside.

         “It is 5:00 a.m., and you have to get up now, but quietly so that you don’t wake up Mom,” he answered.

         “What? It’s only 5:00 a.m.?”

         Suddenly I was wide awake. “Come on, Dad, it’s two hours until I have to get up. What happened? And … why are you wearing an elf hat?”

         “But, Iqbal, it’s Christmas. Christmas starts today,” Dad said happily. “We are going to have fun and do all the things that the Danes usually do and celebrate Danish Christmas and hit the dingles.”

         “Um, dingles?”

         “Yes, dingles!”

         Dad pointed to two small bells that were attached to his green sweater, which had a happy little elf embroidered on it.

         “Dad, those are called bells, and you don’t hit them,” I said.

         “Yes, yes, listen to this,” he said and gently tapped the bells. “Can’t you hear that they make a sort of dingling sound?”

         I crawled under my duvet again because I honestly wasn’t in the mood for listening to Dad’s Christmas dingle obsession at five in the morning.

         “Oh no, Iqbal, you are getting up, and that goes for you too, Tariq,” Dad whispered towards Tariq’s bed

         “Hmm … um, what’s going on, man?” Tariq asked, half asleep.

         Dad pulled us out of bed, dragged us into the kitchen, and sat us down at the kitchen table. He stood there looking at us for a long time as if he wasn’t sure what to do, but then he straightened his elf hat and said solemnly, “Um, yes, Christmas starts now, and so I have decided that we will do as all Danes do when they do Christmas.”

         “Why is Dad wearing an elf hat?” Tariq whispered.

         “Because he’s gone off the rails,” I whispered back.

         “And what the Danes do in the mornings during Christmas time is to eat rice porridge, just like the elves,” Dad continued and looked at us expectantly.

         “The elves?” Tariq exclaimed.

         “Rice porridge?” I exclaimed.

         “Yes, yes, exactly,” Dad said.

         “But, Dad, the Danes don’t eat rice porridge every morning,” I said.

         “No, and they also don’t believe in elves at five in the morning,” Tariq yawned.

         “Yes, yes, enough of that, now you have to taste my rice porridge,” Dad said and plopped some weird white sticky stuff onto our plates.

         “Um, what is that, Dad?” I asked and pointed to my plate.

         “That is rice porridge as I have seen it in this magazine,” Dad said and pulled out a women’s magazine with pictures of some ridiculous, happy-looking family, gobbling down rice porridge.

         “Look, they are wearing elf hats too,” Dad said happily.

         “Forget it, Dad. I’m not wearing an elf hat,” I said. “It would mess up my hair.”

         “But …” Dad started.

         “Didn’t you follow the recipe then?” Tariq asked.

         “No, I just went by what I saw in the pictures,” Dad said, “And it’s easy enough. I just boiled some rice in yoghurt. And then you have rice porridge.”

         “But, Dad, why did you put a fried egg on top of the porridge?” I asked.

         “Iqbal, as you can see in the picture, there’s a fried egg on top of the porridge on every single plate,” he explained.

         “Dad, are you blind or what’s wrong with you? That’s a big yellow dollop of butter in the picture, not some nasty fried egg.”

         Dad put the women’s magazine right in front of his face. Then he looked down at our sticky, gross rice porridge and then back at the women’s magazine. I was sure that he realized his mistake, but Dad usually wasn’t one to admit that.

         “Nah, Iqbal, I’m pretty sure you are wrong about that,” he said. “I’m sure that that’s a fried egg in the women’s magazine, and you can also see that they put pepper on top of the egg and porridge.”

         “That’s cinnamon, Dad,” Tariq corrected him.

         “Nope, that’s pepper, and this is real, Danish rice porridge!” Dad pointed stubbornly at our porridge.

         “Okay, Dad, then you eat it yourself first,” I said.

         “Um, yes, yes, no problem,” Dad said and grabbed the plate. He sprinkled the rice porridge and fried egg with a good amount of pepper, guided the spoon to his mouth, and took a bite.

         “Well, that’s not bad, not bad at all, a bit like an Indian omelet,” he said.

         “Dad, can we please go back to bed so that we can get a bit of sleep before we have to get up for school?” Tariq said tiredly.

         “Absolutely not, it’s Christmas, and now you have to eat my omelet … um, my Danish rice porridge, and afterwards we’ll go to the living room and watch the morning programs. It’s time for the Christmas calendar!” he yelled and happily spread his arms.

         Tariq and I looked at each other. This will be the longest December of my life with Dad’s Christmas obsession, I thought, and I am sure that Tariq thought something along those lines as well. We brought our porridge and followed Dad into the living room, where we got comfortable on the big leather corner couch and waited for the morning programs to start.
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         “Iqbal, have a taste of the Danish rice porridge,” Dad said with pleading eyes.

         “Ugh!” I blurted out when I tasted the first spoonful. “It tastes like glue with snot!”

         “Oh well, I’ll make another batch later,” Dad said and zapped between channels one and two. “Hmm, I really don’t understand why there’s nothing on.”

         “I can tell you that, Dad. That’s because the children’s programs start at 6:30 and that’s not for another hour,” Tariq said and lay down on the couch.

         “And that Christmas calendar show for children is in the evenings,” I added and lay down at the other end of the couch.

         “Um, oh well, then I’ll just sit here and wait with you,” Dad said and sat down on the floor, a few feet from the new forty-two-inch flat-screen TV that Uncle Rafig had gotten his hands on.

         I quickly fell asleep and didn’t wake up until Mom turned op the TV2 news at 7:00 a.m. Dad had also fallen asleep in front of the TV and was snoring like crazy.

         “Good morning and welcome to the TV2 news on this December 1st
         , which officially marks the beginning of the Christmas month,” said the anchorman, who looked joyfully into the camera. “Our top story today is that the Chinese, having borrowed the statue of ‘The Little Mermaid’, have taken notice of Denmark, especially Copenhagen. It is reported that they have ordered twenty-three copies of ‘The Little Mermaid’. We are now live from our broadcast van in China, where our reporter Jørgen Unscrupulous is located at the Square of Heavenly War. Jørgen, what can you tell us about the Chinese fascination with Copenhagen?”

         The frame faded to Jørgen Unscrupulous on a giant square with lots of soldiers in green uniforms in the background.

         “Yes, good morning from China. I am here with the Chinese minister of energy, El Wangpauer. Good morning Minister of Energy El Wangpauer. First ‘The Little Mermaid’ and now this interest in Denmark, what is the cause of all this?”

         A small Chinese man with huge glasses appeared on screen.

         “Che gui, tang qwang ty. Wang tong sup. Fil me up, tank yo,” he said.

         “Thank you for that, Minister of Energy El Wangpauer, and now back to you in the studio,” said Jørgen Unscrupulous.

         “Thank you, Jørgen, and moving on to our next story. Christmas shopping is expected to reach an all-time high this year …”

         “Are the morning programs already over?” Dad said with disappointment when he woke up.

         Mom, Fatima, and Dindua had joined us in the living room and were quite surprised to see us all sleeping in front of the TV. Dad explained to Mom that he gotten up at 4:00 a.m. to make rice porridge, and that he was pretty unhappy that Tariq and I couldn’t be bothered to eat it.

         “But, Dad, maybe we should just let Mom be in charge of the rice porridge,” Fatima said, eyeing the sticky blob with the fried egg, but Dad chose to disregard that remark.

         “Fatima, it’s Christmas, and we have to do it like the Danes, and we are going to celebrate Christmas Eve and do all the things that come along with that.”

         “Yaaay!” Dindua yelled. “We are going to celebrate Christmas with presents and candy.”

         “Yes, see, Dindua is so happy about Christmas,” Dad said, “and I certainly hope that the rest of you will feel the same.”

         “Come on, Dad, we’ve never had a real Christmas before, just a sucky one a couple of years ago. None of us actually knows how it’s done,” Tariq said.

         “Well, I intend to find out,” Dad answered.

         “Are you sure that’s an entirely good idea?” Mom asked.

         “Yes, you bet, Nasrin, and we’ll make a giant table with Christmas decorations and food, and everyone that’s invited will eat till they’re full and get presents,” Dad answered.

         “Um, Dad, what do you mean by everyone that’s invited? We don’t have any relatives in Denmark, they all live in India,” I said.

         “And they don’t give a damn about Christmas,” Tariq added.

         Dad seemed to have forgotten all about that. We didn’t have any family to invite for Christmas Eve, and the Danish people that we knew probably had to celebrate with their own families.

         “Well, you might be right about that, my boy,” Dad said thoughtfully.

         “Awesome, man, then we’ll just cancel the whole thing, right?” Tariq asked.

         “No, I don’t think so, because all the people in our building are also in Denmark alone, and their families are also back home in their countries. I have an idea. Why don’t we invite the whole building for Christmas Eve?” Dad said.

         “NO!” Tariq, Fatima, and I yelled in unison.

         “You really can’t do that, Dad,” Fatima said.

         “No way, that’s not gonna happen. It’s insane. You know that it ends in chaos every time we have a summer party in the yard. They freak out, and people start fighting, and Baba Ganus, Mister Katanga and Kaseem always end up yelling at each other, and the party always ends with Mr. Wibrandt going back to his apartment in anger,” I said.

         “But, Iqbal, it’s Christmas, so everyone is kind and nice to one another,” Dad answered. “It will be fine.”

         “Are you sure you know what you are doing, sweetheart?” Mom asked.

         “Yes, you bet, and hurry up and get dressed, Iqbal and Tariq,” Dad said. “I made an agreement with the Christmas tree seller on Blågårds Plads that we will buy his prettiest Christmas tree, but we have to hurry so that we’re sure to get the best one.”

         There was nothing to be done. Dad forced us to get dressed and go down to the square, where we found the Christmas tree man sitting in a chair. But there were no Christmas trees in sight.

         “Um … where are all the trees?” I asked.

         “Oh, I sold them all to the same buyer,” he answered happily.

         “What is that supposed to mean?” Dad said.

         “Well, fifteen minutes ago a man came by with a big truck and said that he wanted to buy all 125 Christmas trees, and you can’t say no to that,” answered the Christmas tree seller.

         “That just won’t do, because we need a Danish Christmas tree today,” Dad said, disappointed.

         “Then you’ll have to come back in a couple of days because I’m ordering new trees today.”

         “Hmm, okay then, I guess we can go home and make some rice porridge,” Dad said.

         “No, thank you, Dad, because we have to get to school, bye-bye,” Tariq said.

         “But it’s way too early for school!” Dad yelled, but we pretended not to hear and ran as fast as we could towards the school.

      
   


   
      
         
            December 2nd
         

         

         Dad had all day to sulk about us not being able to get a Christmas tree. But we couldn’t talk him out of celebrating Christmas, and now he wanted me to whizz around the building and invite everyone to spend Christmas Eve with us. The only thing that put him in a better mood was his stupid rice porridge.

         “Off you go, Iqbal. It’s important to invite them all now so that they’ll have time to buy gifts and everything else that you need for Christmas Eve,” Dad said and opened the door for me.

         “But what do I tell them? It’s pretty awkward to just invite them like that,” I said. “And for Christmas Eve of all things …”

         But there was nothing to be done. As I stood there on the stairs, I considered running away, then returning twenty minutes later to say that I had asked everyone. But that wouldn’t work because I could see that Dad was watching me through the little spyhole in our door. I thought I might as well start on the ground floor with Mister Katanga and Tryna and then work my way up from there.

         Crazy loud music was playing behind Mister Katanga’s door, so I knocked forcefully.

         “Hallo, maan, mi friend, little Iqbalo. How’s it going mi Indian friend, maan,” Mister Katanga said as he opened the door and swayed from side to side with the music, taking a drag on his herbal cigarette. One of the big home-rolled ones.

         “Um, Mister Katanga, I … um. My Dad wanted me to ask if you and Tryna would like to come and celebrate … um … Christmas with us?”

         “Ehh, mi friend, maan, Christamas Eve, I have to work on Christiania, maan, and sell a lotta herb, maan,” he said happily while swaying with his eyes closed, puffing on the smoke.

         “Um … sell herb?” I coughed.

         “Yeh, maan, herb.”

         “Oh, right, your smokes.”

         I nodded and suddenly understood what he was talking about.

         “Iqbal, maan, let me ask you I, maan,” Mr. Katanga said. “You are Indian boy, right, maan? Indians don’t celebrate Christamas, maan, so just take it easy and come to Christiania wid me on Christamas Eve, maan.”

         “I can’t, Mister Katanga, but I’ll see you some other time,” I said and went to Christian Visvander Arun Burundi Jacobsen’s door while Mister Katanga danced back inside his apartment and shut the door.

         “Hi, Christian,” I said when he opened the door only wearing his old holey undies.
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         “Well, hello there, and how are you doing, and can I help you with anything, Iqbal?” Christian asked and scratched his belly button, where he found some lint and put it in his mouth.

         “I’m good, I just wanted to ask you about something,” I said.

         “Well, throw it out there, my little Indian friend with the good karma. I am just so ready for anything, man, because I just did two hours of intense yoga,” Christian said and smiled from ear to ear as he swallowed the belly-button lint.

         “Christian, um, how would you feel about celebrating Christmas Eve with us?” I asked.

         “Oh no, Iqbal, not Christmas, and definitely not with you guys, man,” he said. “No way, man, no way. We are Indian and we don’t celebrate Christmas. Leave that to the Danes, my dear friend, and let’s eat some lentil soup with vitamins and bran instead. That’s good karma, not all that Christmas.”

         “But, Christian, you’re not Indian. You’re from Holbæk,” I said.

         “Yes, I am Indian, and we both are, and all that Christmas is just not for us. And have you completely forgotten that I’m a vegetarian, and think of all those little piggies that are eaten on Christmas Eve. Iqbal, do you even now how much bad karma you get from eating those little piggies?”

         Christian turned white as a sheet and had to support himself against the door.

         “Are you okay, Christian?” I asked.

         “Oh no, I’m really not, just the thought of all that meat and those little animals makes me dizzy. Iqbal, I think I have to go and lie down for a bit,” he groaned and closed the door in my face.

         That was definitely a no. I continued up the stairs to Baba Ganus’ apartment. He was on his way out of the door with two boxes of Coke cans.

         “Hello, Iqbal, my friend, how are you? Would you like a Coke?” he asked.

         “No, thank you, Baba, did you run out of Cokes at the greengrocer’s?”

         “Yes, they sell like hot bread at Christmas time, so I might have to make a trip to Germany and fill up the van again,” he answered.

         “Oh, the Turkish Coke-express?” I laughed.

         “Yes, yes, exactly, Iqbal.”

         “Um, Baba, by the way, there’s something I would like to ask you, if you have time?” I said.

         “Iqbal, we Turks always have time to talk to our Indian friends,” he answered.

         “Would you and Vibeke maybe want to celebrate Christmas at our place?” I asked.

         “Um, you mean the December24th
         ?” Baba asked, perplexed.

         “Yes, that’s the day the Danes celebrate Christmas,” I answered.

         “But, Iqbal, that just won’t work. That’s the only day that the greengrocer’s is closed. And Vibeke and I usually go to Germany together to buy Cokes. It’s a bit like going on an excursion, and all of the Coke shops in Germany are actually open that day.”

         “Hmm,” I sighed. “Okay, have a nice trip then.”

         I turned around to knock on Doctor Khan’s door and hoped for Dad’s sake that at least they would be able to come for Christmas.

         “Well, good day to you, Iqbal,” said Doctor Khan when he opened the door.

         “Hello, Doctor Khan. I was just wondering if you guys celebrate Christmas and if you have any plans for Christmas Eve?”

         “Oh, Iqbal. Christmas, sweet Christmas. No. We don’t celebrate Christmas in our family, and we are actually going to Pakistan on vacation in a few days, so we won’t be home at all. But thank you for the offer. Would you like to come in for a cup of tea?”

         “No thank you,” I answered, because I still had quite a few people to get through.

         I said goodbye and continued up to Mr. Wibrandt’s apartment. I wasn’t sure how Dad had convinced me to go along with his crazy Christmas obsession, but in the end I persuaded myself to carefully knock on the door.

         Mr. Wibrandt ripped it open and yelled in my face, spit flying everywhere, “What the hell is this?”

         “Um, it’s just me,” I whispered.

         “What? Is it you making all of that outrageous noise? I thought it was robbers. Yes, you know, you can never be too careful in times like these. What do you want in the middle of the day.”

         “Well, the thing is, that um …”

         “Get it together, boy, I’m in a bit of a hurry. The lads are waiting in the living room,” Mr. Wibrandt said impatiently. “Well, what do you have to say?”

         “Well … um, would you want to come over on Christmas Eve and celebrate with us?” I asked.

         Everything went silent. Mr. Wibrandt stood there staring at me without saying a word.

         “What did you just say? Could you repeat that because I’m not sure I heard that right?”

         “Do you want to celebrate Christmas with us?” I said. “My dad will make some Christmassy stuff with … like … potatoes and everything.”

         “Tell me, have you all gone stark raving mad? You can’t do that. You can’t just come here and celebrate Christmas. It’s our goddamn Christmas. And … and … well, I’m the Dane here, for Christ’s sake.”

         “Um, what are you talking about, Mr. Wibrandt?”

         “You come here and get free bicycles and stuff, and that’s fine, but Christmas!” he yelled. “Christmas is bloody ours!”

         “Sure, sure, but will you come?” I asked.

         “Come to Christmas Eve? Ha, you’re insane!” he yelled. “Never happening, never happening!”

         “Okay, but is it because you have other plans with your family?” I asked.

         “Because …? I have … um … I am not setting foot at your place, that’s the end of it!” Mr. Wibrandt yelled and slammed the door in my face.

         He was pretty angry, and he hadn’t even tasted Dad’s rice porridge. But that’s for the best, because then he would have lost it completely, I thought as I moved on to Tanja’s door and knocked.

         “Well, hello, Iqbal,” Tanja said and smiled when she saw me. Her youngest son, Alvino, peeked out from behind her in an elf hat and stuck out his tongue at me.

         “Hey, Tanja, and merry Christmas,” I said.

         “And merry Christmas to you, Iqbal. The whole family is making Christmas decorations. Would you like to come in?”

         “No thank you, I just wanted to ask from my Dad if you guys would like to celebrate Christmas with us, like some Christmas Eve stuff?” I said.

         “What a wonderful idea, and it’s really sweet of you, but we are going to Jutland to celebrate Christmas with Aunt Åse. You have met Aunt Åse, right?” Tanja asked.

         “Yes, yes, I met your Aunt Dose, um, Åse, I mean, at your wedding,” I said.

         “But, Iqbal, say hello to your mom and dad from me and thank them for the invitation even though we can’t come,” Tanja said and shut the door.

         It wasn’t looking good for Christmas Eve, but maybe that was for the best, maybe then we could avoid Dad’s crazy Christmas obsession. I only had to ask our neighbor Ali, and then it would all be over. No more Christmas, no more gross rice porridge. Forget it. And then we’d move on.

         “Hey, what’s up my jungle brother. My homie, my cousin, what’s happening in your face?” Kaseem said when he opened their apartment door.

         “Hey, whassup Kaseem, you sick donkey,” I said.

         “Respeeect, my friend, and wallah billah, what can I do for you, I ask myself, man!”

         “Hey, Kaseem, my friend. I need to talk to your father.”

         “Hey, chill out, Iqbal,” Kaseem said. “He’s stoning hard on the couch. I swear, habibi, he has been sweeping snow like a donkey all morning, in the yard and on the street, man. This damn Danish snow is totally lame. But talk to me, my friend.”

         “Kaseem, how would you feel about celebrating Christmas with us? Like a real Christmas Eve and everything?” I asked.

         “Iqbal, are you shitting me or what? What do you mean, Christmas and everything? Do you mean Christmas and frigging everything?”

         “Um, yeah,” I answered.

         “Koran, you’re sick in the head, man, do you think we’re from Uganda or what? Christmas is sick in the head, man. Pork with red cabbage, what’s up with that, man? Iqbal, man, that Christmas stuff is hella sus, and we don’t do Christmas in the Gaza Strip, man. And have you heard what they say about frigging Christmas lasting all the way until them Easter eggs, man?”

         “Are you sure you don’t want to ask your dad just to be sure?” I asked, but Kaseem wasn’t in a very merry mood today. Today as well as every other day.

         I went back to our own apartment and saw that Uncle Rafiq had come for a visit. He had snuck up the back stairs and was sitting on the couch talking to Mom and Fatima while eating some of Mom’s food. Dad was in the kitchen. I think he was working on another batch of rice porridge.

         “Hey, Iqbal, and merry Christmas, my little nephew, and remember that your favorite uncle is giving you a giant gift this year,” he yelled and laughed so hard that he dropped his food on the couch.

         “Hi, Iqbal, come sit with us for a bit,” Mom said.

         “Is it Iqbal, is it Iqbal?” Dad yelled and came running out of the kitchen. He was still wearing the elf hat.

         “Hey, Dad. So I’ve asked everyone in the building,” I said quietly.

         “That’s good, Iqbal, so how many are coming?” Dad asked expectantly.

         “Um … none,” I answered.

         “What … none?” Dad repeated in shock.

         “Hey, I’m definitely coming. Um … what am I coming to?” Uncle yelled.

         Dad turned around and went straight to the bedroom.

         “I think I’ll lie down for a bit,” he said and closed the door behind him.

      
   





December 3rd



We all sat around the kitchen table having breakfast. That is, everyone except Dad, who we hadn’t seen since the day before when he had gone straight to bed. He didn’t even show up for dinner. Mom had even tempted him with the sickest Indian butter chicken, but he refused to come out.

“Is Dad hibernating or what?” Tariq asked.

“You know Dad, Tariq. He always goes to bed when he gets down,” Fatima answered and continued reading the paper.

“Maybe he has eaten too much rice porridge,” Dindua said.

“Dad will get back to his usual self in no time, as usual,” Mom said reassuringly.

“Get out, what is actually going on?” Fatima said suddenly and pointed at the paper.

“Um, what is it?” I asked curiously.

“Check out the paper. All of the Christmas decorations on Nørrebrogade have disappeared!”

Fatima pointed to a picture in the paper, which showed an empty street and a bald mayor, who looked like Harry Potter, pointing to a spot where there had previously been decorations.

“Who the hell would swipe Christmas decorations?” I asked.

“There are many sick individuals in this world,” Tariq answered.

“Oh?” I said. “So you think there are others like Uncle Rafig?”

Everyone laughed.

“Yes, yes, very funny, but you have to be nice to your Uncle,” Mom said.

Suddenly Dad tumbled into the kitchen and threw himself into a chair. He had the craziest bedhead, hair pointing in all directions.

“Coffee. I need some coffee,” he said.

Mom handed him a cup, and he took a giant sip.

“Ah, that was lovely,” he sighed. “I was thinking about something while I was in bed. It may be that everyone in the building thinks I can’t celebrate Christmas, but I’m going to show them that they are all completely wrong.”
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