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By Jostein Gaarder



The Orange Girl


My dad died eleven years ago. I was only four then. I never thought I’d hear from him again, but now we’re writing a book together.

These are the very first lines of this book, and I’m the one doing the writing, but my dad will get his chance a bit later. He is the one with most to tell.

I’m not sure how well I remember my dad. I suppose I only think I remember him because I’ve looked at all the photos of him so often.

The only thing I’m really sure I can remember is something that happened when we were sitting out on the patio looking at the stars.

In one of the photos I’m sitting next to Dad in the yellow leather sofa in the living room. It looks as if he’s saying something nice to me. We’ve still got that sofa, but Dad no longer sits in it.

In another picture we’ve settled down in the green rocking-chair in the conservatory. That picture has hung out here ever since Dad died. I’m sitting in the green rocking-chair now. I’m trying not to rock because I’m writing in a large exercise book. Later on, I’ll enter it all on to Dad’s old computer.

There’s a tale to tell about the old computer, too, but I’ll come back to that later.

It’s always been strange having all these old pictures around. They belong to a different time from now.

In my room I’ve got an entire album of photos of Dad. It feels rather weird to have so many images of a person who’s no longer alive. We’ve got Dad on video too. I think it’s a bit scary listening to his voice. My dad had a really deep voice.

Maybe watching videos of people who aren’t here any more, or who’ve passed on as Grandma puts it, should be made illegal. It doesn’t feel right to spy on the dead.

I can also hear my own voice on some of the videos. It’s squeaky and high-pitched. It reminds me of a little chick.

That was how it was in those days: Dad was the bass and I was the treble.

In one of those videos I’m perched on my dad’s shoulders trying to snatch the star from the top of the Christmas tree. I’m not much more than a year old, but I very nearly manage to yank it off.

When Mum’s watching videos of Dad and me, she’ll sometimes sit back and laugh out loud, even though she was the one who held the video camera and did the filming. I don’t think she should laugh when she watches videos of Dad. I don’t think he’d have been happy about that. Perhaps he’d have said that it was breaking the rules.

In another video Dad and I are sitting in the Easter sunshine outside our cabin at Fjellstølen with half an orange each. I’m trying to suck the juice from my half without peeling it. Dad’s mind is possibly on some very different oranges; in fact I’m pretty sure it is.

It was shortly after that Easter that Dad was taken ill. He was ill for more than six months and was frightened he was going to die. I think he knew he was going to die.

Mum has often said that what upset Dad more than anything was that he might die before he managed to get to know me properly. Grandma said something similar, only in a more mysterious way.

My grandmother’s voice always takes on an odd tone when she talks to me about Dad. I suppose that’s not so strange. Grandma and Grandpa lost a grown-up son. I don’t know what that feels like. Luckily, they still have another son who’s alive. But Grandma never laughs when she looks at the old pictures of Dad. She stays quite solemn. Those are her own words.

Dad had sort of decided that it wasn’t possible to have a proper talk with a boy of three and a half. I understand why he thought that now, and you, the reader, soon will as well.

I’ve got a photo of Dad lying in a hospital bed. His face is very thin in that picture. I’m sitting on his knees while he grasps my hands to prevent me falling on top of him. He’s trying to smile at me. This was just a few weeks before he died. I wish I didn’t have that picture, but because I have got it, I can’t throw it out. I can’t even stop myself looking at it.

I’m fifteen now, or fifteen years and three weeks to be precise. My name is Georg Røed and I live in Humleveien – ‘Bumblebee Road’ – in Oslo together with my mum, Jørgen and Miriam. Jørgen is my step-dad, but I just call him Jørgen. Miriam is my baby sister. She’s only eighteen months old and much too young to talk to properly.

Obviously there aren’t any old pictures or videos of Miriam and my dad. Jørgen is Miriam’s father. I was Dad’s only child.

There will be some interesting revelations about Jørgen right at the end of this book. They can’t be divulged yet, but if you read on you’ll find out.

After Dad died, Grandma and Grandpa came here and helped Mum sort through all his stuff. But there was one important thing that none of them found. It was a long story Dad had written before he was admitted to hospital.

At the time no one knew that Dad had written anything. The story of ‘The Orange Girl’ only turned up on Monday. Grandma had been into the tool shed, and there she found a complete story tucked in the lining of the red push-chair I’d sat in when I was little.

Just how it got there is a bit of a mystery. It can’t have been totally accidental, because the story Dad wrote when I was three and a half had connections with that push-chair. I don’t mean it’s a story about a push-chair, it isn’t, but Dad had written the whole of that long story for me. He wrote the story of ‘The Orange Girl’ so that I could read it when I was old enough to understand it. He wrote a letter to the future.

If it really was Dad who stuffed all the pages of that story into the lining of the old push-chair, he must have had a lot of faith in the notion that post always gets there in the end. It’s occurred to me that for safety’s sake it’s a good idea to examine all old items carefully before giving them to a jumble sale or simply chucking them into a skip. I can’t imagine how many old letters and suchlike might be found in a rubbish tip.

This is something I’ve thought about quite a lot over the past few days. I think there should be a much simpler way of sending a letter to the future than cramming it into the lining of a pram.

Occasionally we want someone to read what we have written in four hours’, fourteen days’ or forty years’ time. The story of ‘The Orange Girl’ was just that. It was written to the twelve- or fourteen-year-old Georg, a boy my dad hadn’t yet met, and who perhaps he’d never live to know.

But now it’s about time my story had a proper beginning.

A little under a week ago I got home from my music lesson to find Grandpa and Grandma had paid us a surprise visit. They had suddenly driven up from Tønsberg and were staying until the following morning.

Mum and Jørgen were there too, and all four of them sat looking eagerly expectant as I came into the lobby and began to kick off my outdoor shoes. My shoes were wet and muddy, but nobody took any notice. They had something else on their minds. I could feel it in the air.

Mum said that Miriam was in bed, and that seemed right somehow because Grandma and Grandpa were there. Well, they’re not Miriam’s grandparents. Miriam has her own Grandma and Grandpa. They’re nice people too, and sometimes they come to see us, but people do say that blood is thicker than water.

I went into the living room and sat down on the carpet, while everyone looked so solemn that I thought something serious had happened. I couldn’t remember doing anything wrong at school during the past few days, I’d got back home from my piano lesson at the normal time, and it had been months since I’d last taken a ten-kroner coin from the kitchen sideboard. So I said. ‘Has something happened?’

At this Grandma began to describe how they’d found a letter Dad had written to me just before he died. I felt the pit of my stomach heave. I wasn’t even sure if I could remember him. A letter from Dad sounded really formal, almost like a will.

I noticed that Grandma had a large envelope in her lap, and now she handed it to me. It was sealed and on the outside all that was written was ‘To Georg’. It wasn’t Grandma’s handwriting, or Mum’s, or Jørgen’s either. I ripped open the envelope and pulled out a thick wad of paper. What a shock I had when I read the first line:

Are you sitting comfortably, Georg? It’s important that you’re at least sitting tight, because I’m about to tell you a nailbiting story . . .

My head was reeling. What on earth was this? A letter from my dad. But was it genuine?

‘Are you sitting comfortably, Georg?’ I thought I could hear the deep rumble of his voice, and now not just on video; I heard my father’s voice as if he’d suddenly come alive again and was sitting in the room with us.

Even though the envelope had been sealed when I opened it, I had to ask the grown-ups if they’d already read the long letter, but they all shook their heads and said they hadn’t read a word.

‘Not a syllable,’ said Jørgen. He sounded a bit bashful, and that wasn’t exactly his style. But perhaps they’d be allowed to read Dad’s letter after I’d finished, he suggested. I think he was very keen to know what was in the letter. I sensed that he had a guilty conscience about something.

Grandma explained why they’d jumped into the car and driven to Oslo that afternoon. It was because she believed she might have solved a long-standing puzzle, she said. This sounded pretty mysterious, and it was.

When my dad was ill he told Mum that he was in the process of writing something to me. It was a letter I was to read when I got older. But no such letter had ever come to light and now I was fifteen.

What had happened now was that Grandma had suddenly remembered something else Dad had talked about. He had insisted that no one should take it into their heads to throw out the red push-chair. Grandma thought she could recall his exact words as he lay in hospital. ‘Don’t ever get rid of the red push-chair, will you?’ he’d said. ‘Don’t, please. It’s meant such a lot to Georg and me these last few months. I want Georg to have that push-chair. Tell him that sometime. Tell him, when he’s old enough to understand, that I really wanted to take care of it for him.’

And so the old push-chair was never thrown out or given to a jumble sale. Even Jørgen got instructions about it. Ever since he moved into Humleveien he’d known there was one thing he wasn’t allowed to touch, and that was the red push-chair. In fact he showed such respect for it that he insisted on buying a brand new push-chair for Miriam. Perhaps he didn’t like the idea of wheeling his own daughter around in the same push-chair that my dad had walked me in many years ago. But it’s also possible that he wanted a newer and trendier push-chair. He’s quite fashion-conscious, not to mention affected.

So, there was a letter and a push-chair. But it took Grandma eleven years to crack this puzzle. It had only just dawned on her that someone might go out to the tool shed and take a closer look at the old push-chair. And Grandma’s suspicions were fully justified. The push-chair wasn’t just a push-chair. It was a letterbox.

I wasn’t quite sure if I believed this story. It’s never possible to tell if parents and grandparents are telling the truth, at least not when ‘sensitive issues’ as Grandma calls them, are at stake.

Looking back now, I think the biggest riddle of all was why nobody had the sense to get Dad’s old computer working eleven years ago. That was what he’d written the letter on! They’d tried to get it going of course, but they hadn’t got the imagination to guess his password. It was a maximum of eight letters – that’s what computers were like in those days. But even Mum never managed to break the code. It’s unbelievable. So they simply dumped the computer up in the attic!

But Dad’s PC is something I’ll return to.

Now it’s about time to hear from Dad. But I’ll be slipping in a few comments of my own along the way. I’ll also add a postscript. I need to do this because, in the course of this letter, Dad asks me a serious question. It makes a lot of difference to him how I answer it.

I got a Coke and took the letter into my room. When, for once in my life, I locked my door from the inside, Mum made a fuss, but she knew it was no good.

Reading a letter from someone who’s no longer alive seemed so special that I couldn’t bear the thought of all my relatives tiptoeing round me. It was a letter from my own father after all, and he’d been dead for eleven years. I needed a bit of peace.

It was strange holding those many pages of printout in my hands. It felt a bit like discovering a completely unopened photo album with brand new pictures of Dad and me. Outside it was snowing hard. It had begun to snow while I was on my way home from my music class. I didn’t think the snow would lie. It was early November.

I lay on my bed and began to read.

Are you sitting comfortably, Georg? It’s important that you’re at least sitting tight, because I’m about to tell you a nailbiting story. Maybe you’re already stretched out comfortably in the yellow leather sofa. Though I know nothing any more – you may have changed it for a new sofa. But I can just as easily imagine you’ve settled in the old rocking-chair in the conservatory, the one you were always so fond of. Or are you out on the patio? I don’t know what time of year it is. And then, perhaps you don’t even live in Humleveien now.

What do I know?

I know nothing. Who is the Prime Minister? What is the name of the Secretary-General of the UN? And by the way, how is the Hubble Space Telescope doing? Do you know? Have the astronomers found out any more about how our universe is put together?

Several times I’ve tried to think myself into the future, but I’ve never got close to conjuring up a proper image of you as you are now. All I know is who you used to be. I don’t even know how old you are as you read this. Maybe you are twelve or fourteen and I, your father, have long since made my exit from time.

The truth is that I feel like a ghost already, and I have to catch my breath each time I think about it. I begin to understand why ghosts go in for so much sighing and hooting. It’s not to scare their descendants. It’s just that they find it so hard to breathe in a time other than their own.

We don’t only have a place in existence. We also have an allotted span.

That’s the way things are, and all I can do is extrapolate from what’s around me now. I’m writing in August 1990.

Now – I mean as you read this – you’ll certainly have forgotten most of what we both enjoyed together during these warm summer months when you were three and a half. But the days are still ours, and we still have many fine moments ahead of us.

I’ll tell you something that occupies my thoughts a lot at the moment: each day that passes, and each small thing we find to do together, increases the chance that you’ll remember me. I count the weeks and days now. On Sunday we went up the Tryvannstårnet observation tower and looked across half the kingdom; we saw all the way to Sweden. Mummy, too, all three of us were there. But can you remember that?

Could you just try, Georg? Please, just try, because everything is stored up inside you somewhere.

Do you remember your big wooden train set? You play with it for hours every day. I glance down at it now. At the time of writing, trains, track and ferries lie strewn across the lobby floor, just as you left them a short while ago. In the end I just had to haul you away from it so that we’d get to assembly at the nursery school on time. But it’s as if your small hands are still moving the pieces. I haven’t dared shift so much as a piece of rail.

Can you remember the computer that you and I play games on at the weekends? When it was very new, it lived up in my study, but last week I moved it down to the lobby. Now I only want to be where all your things are. And, of course, in the afternoons you and Mummy are here as well. Grandma and Grandpa visit more often, too. And that’s good.

Do you remember your green tricycle? It’s almost brand new and is parked out on the gravel drive. If you haven’t forgotten it, that’s probably because it’s still somewhere in the garage or tool shed, old and worn out, I
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