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Chapter 1


I’m just about to lock up my bike when I see Alexander out of the corner of my eye. I’m standing in front of the gymnasium. There are birds singing in the bushes. I quickly rip off my helmet so that I will look slightly less foolish. I’m the only one in my class who still wears one. I’m only too aware of how ridiculous it makes me look, particularly in the summertime.


Alexander stops his bike right in front of me with the wheels screeching.


“Hi Sophie!” he shouts, and I am suddenly dizzy with glee.


“Hi,” I say, as I stand behind my bike, squirming. I’m wearing my pink shorts and black strap top, and I have my sports bag on my back.


I have had a crush on Alexander since the first grade, but he has never been interested in me. I don’t know why he would be. I’m sure that I’m too scrawny and boring for him.





He never so much as looked at me, talked to me, or chased me when we were playing tag. I was always the one looking at him. It was never the other way around.


Alexander is looking at me. My legs are buzzing. I know he has soccer practice. He practices every Tuesday and Thursday, just like I do. What I practice is swimming, and I’m on the advanced team. I always get out an hour before he does, and I can see him on the field when I’m riding my bike home. He is one of the attacking players, but his defense is still very good. His arms and legs are tan most of the year.


“Will you be going to Ella’s party tomorrow?” Alexander asks, while parking his bike in the rack next to mine. “You and Ida, I mean?”


“I grip the handles on my bag so hard that my knuckles go white. Ida is my best friend from class.


“Absolutely, of course we are,” I manage to stutter, and my feet shuffle a bit without my control.


My friend Ella is hosting a party for the entire grade tomorrow. She is friends with Ida as well. We are all friends really, but it feels like Ida is at the middle of it all. Ella and I don’t spend much time together by ourselves.


“It’s going to be the last party of eighth grade,” Alexander says with a nod.





I nod back. After the summer vacation, we are going to be divided into new classes and we’ll get new teachers as well. I get a bit anxious thinking about that. I truly hope that Ida and Ella will be in my class again. Especially Ida. I can’t imagine being in a different class than her. Ida has always looked out for me. She has such a cool personality, and always speaks her mind. Unlike me. I never have anything fun or clever to say. During class, I hate it when the teacher asks me a question. I hate it when everyone is looking at me.


“It would be nice if Sophie could be persuaded to talk a bit more in class,” my teacher, Miss Johnson, told my dad at the last parent-teacher conference. “She ought to take a bit more of an initiative. Get that hand in the air, Sophie!”


My dad seemed really disappointed afterwards. “It’s not enough to know your subjects, Sophie,” he said when he was sitting at my bedside in the evening. “You’re supposed to demonstrate your knowledge as well. It’s the same exact thing as in swimming. You find a goal, and you focus. Say a bit more in class!”





I nodded, and I really tried to do better in class. I would often raise my hand, but either I would go completely blank and forget what I wanted to say, or I would mumble something while blushing.





“It’ll be a fun party tomorrow,” Alexander says.


I nod again. I feel almost the same way I feel when I have to say something in class. My head feels empty. I try desperately to think of something to say.


“We’re looking forward to it too,” I manage to stutter. It sounds stupid. “To it too.” Very clumsy way of phrasing it.


But it’s absolutely true that Ida and I are looking forward to it. I’m going to sleep over at her place. That will make it a lot easier as far as my parents are concerned. Ida is going to let me borrow both her make-up and some of her clothes. I’m going to wear a dress that she bought in Greece last summer. It’s sky blue and very tight-fitting. I’ve never worn a dress like that before.


“Sebastian will be bringing beer along,” Alexander says as we’re walking towards the gymnasium. He holds the door open for me.


“That’s cool,” I say. I’ve never even tasted beer. I don’t particularly want to taste it either. My dad would go crazy if he heard that the boys were going to drink. And I wouldn’t even be allowed to go to the party if he knew that I was going to be wearing Ida’s dress.


Alexander disappears into the boys’ locker room. “Later, Sophie!” he shouts.





The sound of the showers and the boys’ deep voices echo off the walls, and I hurriedly look away. It would be totally embarrassing if I accidentally saw a boy with no clothes on.


The girls’ locker room is empty. I’m the first one there. I always show up a fifteen minutes early. That way I can shower in peace and sit with my towel around me and concentrate on the day’s practice schedule. It’s something my dad taught me. I sit completely still, breathe deeply, and get my thoughts in order. I focus, and I imagine how I’m going to beat my previous best times. My dad used to be an elite swimmer. He even won medals in the Olympics once. Now it’s my turn. I’m a very good swimmer as well. If I work hard, I might get chosen for the Olympic tryouts in four years.


I close my eyes and lean back against the wall. The locker room is warm, but I’m freezing. My hair is dripping down the back of my neck. I didn’t put on my shower cap yet. I always wait until the very last minute to do that, because I look completely ridiculous with that white rubber cap pulled tight onto my head. I look like a withered and soggy asparagus. I would really like to visit a tanning salon in the winter, but my dad says that causes cancer.


I really try focusing on today’s practice, but the thought of Alexander is distracting me. He said my name twice. He asked me if I was going to the party. Why would he do that? I open my eyes and nod at the other girls on my swim team who have started showing up.





Of course he didn’t mean anything by it. He doesn’t care about me. No boy has ever fancied me in the slightest.


I go to the bathroom to take a pee. The boys always fancy Ida and Ella. Ida wears dresses and has long blonde hair. And her breasts got enormous over the last year. She wears a C cup. I still only wear an A cup, or small tops with no bra underneath since I barely require any support in that area. Ella is just cute and funny. And she has the most gorgeous black curls because her mom is from Spain. My hair is just a plain and boring light brown.


The mirror is foggy. I wipe it with my hand. My hair is very dark when it’s wet, and my eyes are neither big and brown like Ella’s, nor clear and blue like Ida’s. I wish I could be more like them. More outgoing and more fun. But I’m grateful that they’re friends with me. I don’t know what I did to deserve their friendship. I can’t imagine my life without them.


At the pool I freeze even more. I guess it might be because I forgot to eat lunch.





The plastic container with whole grain bread, chicken and vegetables is in my bag and I haven’t touched it. I know it’s stupid to skip meals like that. My dad says that it’s very important for me to eat right so that I have the right amount of energy for my training. That’s probably why I’m not gliding through the water today as effortlessly as I usually am. After only 100 meters, my arms start aching. My coach is looking down at me from the edge of the pool. I know he’s frowning underneath his cap. I try concentrating on my movements. I push the water aside to move forwards and thrash my legs hard, but I can’t control my breathing. I end up swallowing a mouthful of water, and I have to take a break at the edge of the pool.


“What’s going on, Sophie?” my coach shouts, immediately standing above me. I push my goggles to my forehead and tilt my head back so my ears are below the waterline. I normally love the calm and buzzing noises that can be heard beneath the surface, but today my body feels rigid, and my arms hurt.


“500 meters timed, go!” my coach shouts, clapping his hands twice.


I put the goggles back on and kick off with my legs. I glide through the water like an arrow, and I force my arms to work. But I can’t move at a decent pace today. I can only think about Alexander and the party. He used to be Ella’s boyfriend. I would lie on my bed and dream that I was Ella, and that Alexander was holding my hand in the schoolyard at recess. They were the first boyfriend and girlfriend in our class when we were in seventh grade. Ella and Alexander. They were together for a month, then Ella didn’t feel like it anymore. I felt bad for Alexander, and back in my room, I would dream that I was another girl who had just started in my class, and that I became Alexander’s girlfriend on my very first day. I was a funny girl with big breasts. I would do homework with Alexander while we held hands and kissed.
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