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WE CAN’T HELP EVERYBODY

Alexa wets herself just as we reach Linderud. We were going to walk all the way home, she agreed with me on that, there’s no point in spending money on the bus just to go five stops. But now we’ve just made it past the shopping centre, we haven’t even got halfway.

I did ask her if it was okay if we walked. And she climbed up on the kindergarten gate and opened the latch and said yes, Mommy.

She doesn’t say anything now, but she has started to walk with her legs spread apart, and I know she’s cold. Because it’s December. The sky is dark. Her safety reflector dangles below the hem of her jacket.

60 minus 45 equals 15. 15 kroner left.

But I can’t dodge the bus fare, not with her, because she notices everything I do, she watches me all the time, and if we board the bus from the rear door, she will stop in front of the ticket machine and say, “Do we have tickets, Mommy?”

And the buildings twinkle, and Alexa rocks from side to side, and the cars roar, and the lamp posts are covered with graffiti, and I remember how Alex wrote my name like that, behind the gym at school, and I don’t say anything about Alexa wetting herself, but I know that when we get home, she’ll rush into the bathroom and close the door, and in a couple of days I’ll find her panties, crumpled up, at the bottom of the linen hamper, that’s how she is, that’s how it goes, that’s how she is.

But I can’t bear to watch her rocking like that. “Let’s take the bus,” I say.

She looks up at me.

“Yes,” she says. “Maybe that would be better.”

We turn around. The shopping centre sparkles. They have decorated it with criss-crossing strings of lights, it’s supposed to look like a present.

Then Alexa takes my hand and stops.

There’s a young man standing in front of us. He smiles, we are maybe the same age. He’s good-looking. He’s holding a paper cup in his hand.

“Could you help me out with some change?” he says.

His fingers are swollen. Alexa squeezes my hand. She feels so sorry for everyone, far too sorry, like that daft business with her dolls, how she gets obsessed with making sure the duvet is drawn up to all their chins, then they lie there at the foot of her bed and she sits up twenty times every night to make sure that it’s all completely fair. She must change. She must become more like me.

“Sorry,” I say, and keep walking.

The hems of his sweatpants are filthy and I look at Alexa’s legs, her movements are so awkward and stiff. That’s how it goes. That’s how it goes, I remember all those girls, with an “x” in their calendars and morning-after pills in their wallets, that’s how it goes when you’re a different kind of girl. There’s the bus stop. We probably have something in the freezer, we’ll just have to manage, she can’t walk home like that.

Now she looks up. “Mommy,” she says. “Why?”

“Why what?” I say.

She has this tendency to think I am inside her head.

We stand and wait at the bus stop. I look towards the bend in the road, no bus in sight. Her wet panties must be freezing now.

“Why not?” she says.

Oh, it annoys me. We are two separate people, she simply has to accept that.

“You have to say a bit more when I don’t understand what you mean,” I say. “You have to explain a bit better.”

“Why couldn’t we help him out with some change?” she says.

I look towards the bend in the road.

Because there is no such thing as small change. Because your father hasn’t paid child support in three months, didn’t you notice that he didn’t call on your birthday, I put you to bed with your birthday crown from kindergarten on your head, and afterwards I sat at the kitchen table with my feet on the chair and my forehead on my knees, he’s thinking about other girls now, do you see these two 10-kroner coins and these two 20-kroner coins? They have to get us through the rest of the weekend. Do you see this tattoo, it’s your father’s name and if I could afford it, I would get it changed into a bird, I have even drawn that bird, on greaseproof paper, one evening I sat at the kitchen table, and the bird turned out nicely, the wings lifting at the tips, it looked like it was taking flight.

It starts to rain. I pull up the hood on her jacket.

“Because we can’t help everybody,” I say.

Because when Alexa looks at me, she sees an adult. And when Alex picks her up, she sees an adult, he holds the basketball in one hand and her hand with the other, then they disappear down the road, she thinks he’s an adult, but he doesn’t know anything about adult things, he never puts on the blue shoe covers in the kindergarten, he doesn’t know what a payment due date is or what to do with a child who wets herself all the time, he couldn’t be bothered one bit about those stickers she was supposed to earn if she could hold it in, even though at the health clinic they said that we had to be consistent.

The only thing he knows how to do is play basketball.

And the only thing she sees is Daddy, Daddy, Daddy. And as for me, the only thing that I remember is his hands all over me and how he moved when he was getting ready to jump. He hung in the air for so long. And when she was born, I remember what he said. He bent down over the bed and said, “She looks just like me. I’ll be damned if she doesn’t look exactly like me. We have to call her Alexa.”

It’s the truth.

I see the resemblance all the time. In how she runs, in how she moves her body.

And all of a sudden, she closes her eyes and clenches her fists, with her arms straight down, like a penguin.

“But he didn’t have a hand!” she says. “Didn’t you see?”

She shakes her head. Now she’s falling apart in that way she does.

“He didn’t have a hand?” I say.

“Just one,” she says. “Don’t you notice anything, Mummy?”

I squat down. Her backpack slides down off my shoulder. Her head sways from side to side.

“Alexa,” I say.

But I don’t know what else I can say. The cars keep coming and coming and coming. I never have anything wise to say, that was true before and I didn’t get any wiser after I had a baby. I lean against her. The rain patters on her hood.

That sound. It reminds me of the caravan.

The raindrops on the roof.

And Mom when she was happy, when the sky cleared and she sat in the opening of the tent with her eyes closed and her face towards the sun. If you trample moss three times, it will never spring back up again, Mom said. The third time you go under, you drown.

She lit the mosquito coil and a cigarette. She exhaled smoke and squinted at the ocean.

Now everything is so different. One thing after another has changed, and now I have a job and a daughter and days like this, and I sit on the pavement and she is five years old and shakes her head, and squeezes her eyes shut, but the sound of the rain creates a feeling of lightness inside me.

That everything can be different again. Everything can be fine.

I look around.

There he is, standing under a street lamp. It may well be that he only has one hand. She’s probably right, she tends to notice everything, who is working the late shift on what day, how many eggs are left in the refrigerator, so chances are he has only one hand.

I get to my feet and wrap my hand around her fist. She needs rain mittens, they cost maybe 100 kroner, but her hands are so wet and cold. Then I say, “We’ll have to go back then. He’s still standing there.”

She opens her eyes then. She leans back her head. Her hood slides off. And that face of hers, it’s shining, she is so pretty, she always has been, I remember when they bathed her at the hospital and Alex turned to the nurses and said: Look at that mouth, have you ever seen a baby like this before? She’s going to be just as beautiful as her mother.

“Are we going to help him out?” Alexa says.

“Yes,” I say. “I didn’t know he only had one hand.”

Then she starts to hop. First straight up and down, and then forward, her reflector blinks, she bounces and I hold her hand and lead her down the pavement, between all the people, and my arm tilts up and down as she hops.

He is wearing a hooded sweatshirt. He smiles.

“I have a little small change after all,” I say.

I find my wallet and unzip the coin pocket. A siren begins to howl behind us, Alexa puts her hands over her ears, then the siren stops howling and Alexa drops her hands and I release the coin.

And then I see what kind of coin it is. But it’s too late.

It’s a 20-kroner coin.

I was going to give him a tenner.

But it’s too late now.

I gave away 20 kroner.

There it is, at the bottom of his paper cup. Now we can’t take the bus, Alexa will have to walk home in her wet panties, but she doesn’t know that, so she’s smiling and he winks at her and says:

“Thank you very much.”

But the pee won’t dry in this weather and if she gets a bladder infection, I’ll have to call Alex’s mother, I can’t stay home from work again, I’ve used up my twenty sick days, I’ll lose 800 kroner a day if I stay at home.

“You’re welcome,” Alexa says.

“What a pretty daughter you have,” he says.

“Thanks,” I say.

But what am I supposed to do now?

If only we could dodge the bus fare. But she can’t handle it, I don’t understand why, I’m not the one who explained the rules to her, but she knows, she always notices everything and asks about everything, Mommy, she says, is there sugar in peanut butter, we’re not allowed to bring unhealthy sandwich spreads to kindergarten.

“You’re a very young mother,” he says.

“Yes,” I say.

Then he bends his knees and squats down. He leans forward. He whispers something into her ear.

She nods.

Then she turns her head and whispers something back.

“Let’s go now, Alexa,” I say. She smiles. He smiles, too.

I have never seen her smile like that. And how does she manage to talk to strangers? When I can’t manage it at all.

“We’re going now,” I say.

She keeps smiling at him, her mouth shut and her eyes narrowed.

Then I pull her along with me, but she twists around, she waves to the young man, and I don’t know what I’m going to do now, I don’t understand why I’m walking towards the bus stop, we can’t take the bus anyway.

“What did he say to you?” I ask.

She doesn’t answer.

“Alexa,” I say.

She hops over a puddle, she is still smiling.

“Answer me now,” I say.

“But Mommy,” she says, and stops hopping. “It’s a secret.”

I stop.

“He’s a junkie,” I say. “You can’t have secrets with junkies.”

Then she presses her lips together and stares straight ahead.

“What did he say?” I say.

“You told me that we’re supposed to keep secrets,” she says.

“But now I’m telling you to answer me,” I say, and I say it because something is unravelling now, I squat down, she has never kept any secrets from me before and that feeling comes back and I can’t stand it, I feel like she’s going to die and death is actually everywhere, it’s just hidden here, it’s just covered up with asphalt, and the pharmacy with its flashing cross, but it’s just a thin layer, and I couldn’t bear it if she were to die, I can’t bear it that she talks to strangers, I squeeze her shoulders. “What did he say?”

“That I should . . . but telling secrets is wrong!” she says.

She falls against me and sobs.

“Mummy!” she says. “And I wet myself, too!”

Her body is completely soft. I hear the bus stopping and the doors opening.

“And my panties are really cold!” she says.

“It’s okay, it’s okay,” I say.

I hear the doors of the bus closing, and it drives away.

“I always wet myself!” she says.

“Alexa, now,” I say. “You’ve been doing very well.”

“And my clothes get all ruined!” she says.

“It’s okay, little one,” I say.

But she’s telling the truth. She wets herself, as much as before, the stickers didn’t help, they just got her all worked up. And her clothes get ruined, she’s right about that too, the fabric of some of her panties has become threadbare and discoloured in the crotch.

But now she’s talking about other things, her brain just races onward, she’s breathing hard and shaking her head again.

“And there are so many people who tease people and he didn’t have a hand and at recess I didn’t know which jumper to put on!” she says. “I didn’t know which one you said!”

That’s how she gets sometimes. Fixated on something I have said.

She really is crazy.

I think that and I have thought it before and it chills me. How could I produce a crazy child? And is it possible to fix her now?

“I pee all the time!” she says and I don’t know what to do so I just hold her tight, I just squeeze her close to me and her jacket feels cold under my chin and above the shopping centre, the sky is black.

There are some birds perched on top of the neon letters. Now they take flight and rise into the sky. They are seagulls. And I remember what Mom said: If you disturb the nest three times, the seagull will never come back. The raindrops create rings of waves in the puddles. I remember everything Mum said, the third time you go under, you drown.

“Nobody likes kids who wet themselves!” Alexa says.

At that I stand up.

I put my hand under her chin.

“Alexa,” I say.

She squeezes her eyes shut.

“Do you know what we’re going to do now?” I say. “We’re going to go into the shopping centre over there and buy you a pair of panties.”

She opens her eyes.

“Here?” she asks.

“Yes,” I say.

“Now?” she asks.

I nod.

Then she starts to laugh.

And I stand there and stare at her. It starts to rain harder, the raindrops splatter on the asphalt around us, but I just want to look at her, I don’t know how we are going to get home, how we will find something for dinner, how this weekend will be. But I don’t need to think about that. Everything will be all right. I brush her hair off her forehead. She is so pretty. Her sparkling eyes are like slits, her eyes get squinty like that when she laughs.

And her eyes are the same as his, light blue, and all shining and strange. Her hair is his. And I remember when he found me, it was the last day of school and everyone was outside, everyone was drunk, everyone was lying side by side on the grass and looking up at the sky and laughing at the clouds, and he fetched a can of beer from the edge of the water and put it in my hand and watched me. And the air smelt of barbecue and I was barefoot, but I wasn’t cold, it was the first time in my life I was drunk.

Then I went swimming and the water in Vesletjern Pond was black and soft around my body. I was completely white. And he sat on the dam and watched me.

Afterwards the bonfire burned and I lay in the grass resting my head on a bag, a boy squirted lighter fluid on the flames, I felt everything so clearly and at the same time so faintly, being drunk suited me. Somebody was roasting marshmallows on a stick. I saw how it dripped down into the fire. I raised myself up onto one elbow and drank more. And he sat on a tree stump and watched me.

The sparks flew up towards the sky. It was pretty. Orange and blue.

Then he came over to me and said, “I’ve been sitting and watching you all evening. Haven’t you noticed?”

“Yes, I have,” I said.

Afterwards some people slept on
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