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         “Let’s go!” says Ida, taking my arm.

         It takes her thirty seconds, maybe thirty-two, to check out the entire bar and, with me in tow, march up to the table behind the coolest guy staying at the Fjällgården ski resort.

         I’ll have my revenge when we go to Paris at Easter, I think. Then I’ll be sure to drag Ida around with me to the Louvre, the Musée d’Orsay, and every goddamn art museum I can find, just as she pushed me down every ski slope today.

         Perhaps I’m being unfair. Ida is actually my best friend, but after a full day’s skiing, my legs feel like overcooked pasta. I’m longing to curl up in bed with a book or languish in the hotel’s jacuzzi. Ida thinks it’s a huge waste of time and resources to do stuff on vacation that you can just as easily do at home.

         “You come to Åre to go skiing and to party,” she says. “And the après-ski scene is where you make arrangements to party.”

         Wearing no makeup, and sweating a little, she evidently doesn’t look at all bad in her lime green Norrøna ski jacket. It takes her only a couple more minutes to get into an animated conversation with a blond guy who looks like a basketball player.

         I sit quietly at the far side of the table, sipping my Irish coffee. Some of the whipped cream ends up on my nose. I quickly wipe it away, but out of the corner of my eye, I see that someone has already noticed. I find myself smiling at a pair of brown eyes.

         “Tired?” asks the guy to whom the eyes belong.

         “Mm,” I reply.

         He’s not the sort of person you would notice on the subway. Or turn around to get another look at if he passed you on the street. He just looks too normal. Ordinary. Pleasant, as my mom would say. Without appearing dull, I would add.

         “Hi, I’m Alex.”

         “Anna.”

         “We seem to be the only ones that like Irish coffee,” he says, lifting his glass.

         “My friend Ida groaned when I ordered it, but if I drink Jägermeister now, I’ll fall asleep.”

         I’ve managed to utter an entire sentence in response. Quite well worded, too. I’m proud of myself for a couple of minutes. Then the silence starts to make its presence felt. I steal a glance at Ida, who is in full flow as she describes my tumble earlier in the day:

         “So Anna’s telling me we should make a left, yelling at me that she can’t go off-piste. But I’m convinced the slope’s on the right. I mean, I’ve been in Åre like a hundred times — so I know where I’m going, right? But a couple of minutes later, Anna’s stuck in the mother of all snowdrifts. And the more she thrashes her arms and legs, the deeper she sinks. It was pretty scary actually. Like quicksand.”

         Like quicksand, I think. Yeah. Ida probably doesn’t even know what that is. It hurts when Ida makes fun of me. Although those slobbering, testosterone-fueled animals seem more interested in her curves than her conversation. What’s a guy like Alex doing in their company?

         “So the snow’s blowing all around her like a white dust cloud, and I’m laughing my ass off, and Anna’s seriously pissed at me. Isn’t that right, Anna?” says Ida, turning to me when she finally realizes I’m listening.

         “Right,” I reply with a silly smile.

         “What happened in the end?” asks the basketball player.

         “I stopped laughing and pulled her up using my ski pole. I mean, she could have frozen to death!”

         “Yes, you saved Anna’s life for sure,” interjects Alex.

         “Let’s drink to that! It’s my round,” yells the basketball player, raising his glass.

         They have both missed the irony in Alex’s voice. I smile at him gratefully.

         “Are you wishing you were back in your hotel room, too?” he asks me.

         “Yes, but apparently après-ski socializing is obligatory,” I reply, regretting it immediately.

         It was meant to be a joke, but he doesn’t laugh. Of course. It wasn’t the least bit funny. The one time a guy shows interest in me instead of being all over Ida, I manage to sound like a whiner. Sarcastic and supercilious.

         “Sore?”

         “Yes, we just arrived today. Ida’s a much better skier than me, so I struggle like an idiot to keep up.”

         I was doing it again. Measuring myself against Ida. Why do I always have to belittle myself?

         “How long have you been here?” I ask.

         I try to wait attentively for his answer and to stop worrying about the spot on my forehead and what I’m going to say next, if and when he answers.

         “A week. We’re going home tomorrow,” replies Alex, gesturing toward the others around the table. “We’re all members of the same ski club in Sundsvall. Are you guys from Stockholm?”

         “Yes, is the accent so obvious?”

         “Yours isn’t. Your friend’s more so.”

         “My parents are from Gothenburg. Maybe that’s why.”

         “I was born there. When I was a kid we often went there to visit relatives,” says Alex.

         “Same here. To Långedrag.”

         The joy of recognition. An Irish coffee that regains its aroma and flavor, warming me. I glance at his slim fingers drumming on the table. Could it be that he’s as nervous as I am? Could it be that he’s longing for the touch of my fingers on his body, just as I’m longing for the touch of his fingers? Any fingers, actually. Eighteen and desperate. Pathetic.

         “Really?” he exclaims. “We lived on Asperö island. Maybe we played together as kids? I was that skinny guy, you know, the one who never went swimming because I was scared stiff of the jellyfish.”

         “And I was the bright red girl who swam right into them.”

         We laugh.

         “What do you do when you’re not skiing,” I continue, feeling much more at ease.

         “Study Russian at Umeå University.”

         “Awesome!”

         “You don’t have to say that. Most people think I’m pretty weird.”

         “No, I really mean it. Anna Karenina is one of the best books I’ve ever …”

         I break off mid-sentence, realizing what I’ve just said. I pick at my napkin, which disintegrates because it’s damp, covering the table in light brown, half-inch squares. I look up and meet Alex’s gaze. He understands. Thinking the same thing, he places his hand on mine and says:

         “It’s probably the best novel ever written. My mom named me for Count Vronsky.”

         Anna and Alex. The lead characters in a 150-year-old novel. Soon. The warmth spreads outward from his hand. My cheeks are flushed. All this waiting. Impatience. So this was why. But now it’s over: The only virgin in Stockholm over the age of majority is just a memory. I close my eyes. Smile. I’m making passionate love in a rattling train compartment with a sensitive expert on the Russian classics. Wood paneling and soft, burgundy seats. A friendly conductor gives us a knowing wink as we say farewell on the platform in St. Petersburg.

         “Shall we go now?” Ida interrupts my fantasies.

         I look up, startled.

         “We’ve been invited over to your place tonight,” she continues, nodding in Alex’s direction, “so you two can carry on discussing your travel plans then.”

         “Travel plans?” I ask, alarmed.

         What had Ida heard? Had I fallen asleep? Talked in my sleep? Tingling expectation and arousal give way to worry.

          
   

         Six hours later, Alex and I are sitting in front of the fire on a puffy, moss green plush couch in a log cabin halfway up the hill. The comfort factor of this modern home has been significantly reduced by the owners’ decision to fill it with all the old furniture and gaudy pictures they evidently had no room for in their main residence.

         It’s pretty quiet. The others have gone out clubbing, and our eager literary discussion has tailed off. Drowsiness has begun to set in after half a bottle of red wine. A branch is gently beating against the window in the wind. Big snowflakes are falling, dimly illuminated by the outside light. I lean my head against Alex and wish for this moment never to end. Wish that I lived in Åre and didn’t have to deal with the big-city slush. That I’d applied to the medical school in Umeå for fall. Or that Alex would get a job as an assistant professor of Russian in Stockholm. We have so much in common it’s scary. Coincidence is not this powerful. The gods of the universe brought us together. Here and now. Today.

         Alex raises his arm and puts it around me. I let my head slide down toward his chest. His thick sweater smells like tree sap. The fluff tickles my nose. I listen to his calm, regular heartbeat. We sit like this for a long time. Alex gently strokes my backbone. He counts my vertebrae, taking his time. My anticipation rises with each vertebra. I grow restless. I force myself to sit still. At last Alex caresses my cheek. He kisses my brow. When I don’t object, he moves on to my nose. My neck. My mouth. Desire creeps through my body. He opens my mouth with his. Our tongues meet. I stop breathing.

         “Shall we go to my room?” asks Alex after a while.

         I nod and take a deep breath. My pink cheeks are not visible in the darkness, and I manage to wipe my hand on my jeans before he takes it in his. He leads me up to the second floor. We navigate our way among mattresses and bedding, shirts and underwear. I avert my eyes and hope they are clean. It’s obvious that five boys have been staying here for a week.

         “Excuse the mess. This is my room,” he says, indicating a rectangular walk-in closet with blue checkered curtains concealing a pine bunk bed from IKEA.

         I am thankful to see him turn out the ceiling light.

         “Do you want to stay over?” he asks, sitting down on the bed.

         Yes! Yes! Yes! I want to shout.

         I want to sit down beside him, to be embraced powerfully, to make love all night long, but I seem to have taken root in the linoleum. I’m standing in the hallway outside, fixed to the spot, incapable of moving.

         “I can’t stay here,” I reply instead. “Your roommate is sure to come home anytime now.”

         “He can sleep on the couch for once. I’ve been there almost every night this week.”

         He lifts the covers and slaps the bed beside him three times. I take a step forward and then freeze on the threshold like a hesitant dog. I sway back and forth, marking time. My heartbeat echoes in an empty head. I resist the temptation to cover my ears.

         “Are you sharing a room with the basketball player?” I hear myself ask.

         Like it matters. Like I care about him.

         “Yes, how did you guess?” Alex replies, attempting a smile.

         The result is a grimace. He looks sad.

         “Do you think he’s good-looking?” he continues.

         “Not my type,” I quickly reply.

         “You’re just saying that to be kind.”

         I take a step forward. I need to comfort him. Make everything right. Why is everything going so wrong? Once inside the room, I lean forward and take off one of my socks. I try to look nonchalant about it while wondering what it would seem most natural to remove next.

         “Tonight he’ll be coming home alone, that’s for sure. Ida talks a lot, but she always sleeps in her own bed. Alone,” I tell Alex, perching beside him on the edge of the bed.

         Unlike me, in other words. That’s what I want him to hear.

         Anna, who never flirts with anyone in a bar, who behaves like a frightened rabbit, but who doesn’t back out when things get really serious. The sharp edge of the bed is digging into my slim backside.

         “Are you kidding?” asks Alex.

         “No, I’m deadly serious.”

         “Then somebody’s going to be in a bad mood tomorrow,” laughs Alex. “Our last day, too.”

         Alex’s laughter causes my shoulders to relax by a couple of inches. I can breathe again.

         “Schadenfreude?” I inquire.

         “Yes, a little. Or a lot, actually. He’s so fucking conceited. Girls are constantly calling and texting him, and all he does is complain. Complain! No one wants to share a room with him, because that means you always end up on the couch. We drew lots.”

         “And you won?”

         “Yep. I always win that kind of contest. Need some help?” asks Alex, nodding in the direction of my feet.

         I still have one sock on. Before I’ve had a chance to answer, he stands up and starts taking off his pants. He’s wearing blue and white striped underwear that looks like flannelette pajama pants. I don’t know where to look. He pinches my nose. I sneeze, making his hand wet.

         “Excuse me,” I whisper.

         Alex places his finger on my mouth, like he’s telling me not to talk anymore. To stop making light of my nervous tics. But I’m paralyzed by the silence. I want to say something. Anything. The silence is unbearable, but I can’t come up with anything. Instead, I tug at the sleeve of my cardigan and gently dry his hand. Any second now he’ll come to his senses, wake up, and run away.

         Alex helps me tug. I try to wriggle out of the sleeve, but the rest doesn’t follow suit. The sleeve just gets longer and longer. I giggle as I think of a magician pulling brightly colored scarves out of a hat. Suddenly they are all joined together and never come to an end. The stage is filled with silk.

         “We’re better at discussing Russian literature,” laughs Alex.

         “No, I’ve done this thousands of times,” I reply, managing in a burst of hysterical activity to remove my cardigan, shirt and bra in one fell swoop.

         I place my elbows on my thighs and rest my head in my hands to hide my bare breasts and skinny body. It looks almost normal to sit like this. Alex explores the back of my upper arm and my shoulder blade with his index finger. Caresses my neck with another two fingers: his middle finger and ring finger. I don’t know if this is particularly pleasant. It’s like I can’t focus on him. I’m too conscious of the dripping tap in the kitchen. Soon, all five of his fingers move over to my front to stroke my collarbone.

         Alex is so gentle. I wish his caution would give way to fervor. Passion. Then I might be able to ignore the ticking wall clock in the living room on the first floor. I wish the violin concerto would give way to Icelandic rock. Björk. That we could both lose control. Kiss madly. He moves my arm out of the way and cups his hand over my breast like a china bowl. The cold, smooth surface briefly touches my nipple, sending a shiver through me. Alarmed, Alex removes his hand. I swallow, resisting the urge to cry. Now we’ll have to start over. Again. I can’t do it anymore. I’ll go to pieces. Crack up from the inside. Suddenly, the front door opens.

         “Is someone coming?” I exclaimed, sitting up so fast that I bang my head on the bed above.

         “Are you okay?” inquires Alex, stroking my hair.

         “I’ll live,” I reply, relieved by the onset of physical pain that’s so much easier to handle.

         “Wait a second,” says Alex, pulling on his pants and sneaking downstairs.

         I pull the covers over me to hide my bare skin. Fumble with my underwear. When the door opens again, a short time later, I’ve managed to put my bra back on.

         “Don’t go now,” protests Alex.

         “But …”

         “The coast is clear. We’ll turn on some music and they won’t hear a thing.”

         “Did you tell them you had company.”

         “No, of course not. We’ll smuggle you out early in the morning.”

         “Can’t we lock the door?”

         “They’re so drunk they’ll fall asleep any moment. I pinched half a bottle of Jägermeister.”

         He takes a swig from the bottle. The liquor flows faster than he can swallow and spills out over his cheek and chin. He wipes it away with the palm of his hand and hands me the bottle. The spicy liquor burns my throat. I lick my lips. Alex catches my tongue and gently bites its tip.

         “Ow!”

         “Sorry. Did I hurt you?”

         “No,” I answer, taking another sip. “That’s good stuff.”

         He puts his hand on my belly and works his way down. Places his fingers on my panties. Moves them gently back and forth. Painfully slowly. He takes my hand and places it on his penis. It rises to meet me, straining to escape from his underpants. He takes them off and guides my index finger over his taut string. I take him in my hand. Feel him grow.

         “Do you want to?” he asks.

         I nod eagerly. There’s no turning back now. Alex searches his buddy’s pant pockets for a condom. He tries to put it on, which doesn’t go so well. He is interrupted by rattling from the cutlery drawer in the kitchen. We sit still, listening to voices trying to whisper. Drunk talk. A toilet flushing. Someone stumbling around in the room next door. Cursing. After a while, silence descends. The occasional snore penetrates the wall.

         Eventually, we dare to move. I lie down on my back beside Alex, relieved not to be the only beginner in the room. We hold each other. Kiss each other. At first cautiously, and then with increasing intensity. Alex caresses my breasts with his lips until they’re wet. The more he nuzzles, the more I moan.
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