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Chapter 1


All summer long, I’ve been looking forward to starting at the Heatherfield School. Today is the first day of school, and I’ll be in ninth grade, Class 2. My arms feel chilly, even though it’s a hot day. My mom and I are standing by the main entrance.


“This is it, Jenna!” my mom whispers solemnly. “This is what we’ve been waiting for!” She’s sweating. Her hair is already getting damp, and her shirt is wet at the back.


I breathe as calmly as I can, because I’m already mentally preparing to meet my new classmates. I was sure I’d be nervous, but it’s not all that bad. I’m just excited, and focused on my plan. Today is the beginning of my new life, and I don’t want to ruin it, no matter what.


“It’ll be exciting, won’t it Jenna?” my mom says with a slight huff, when I don’t reply.





I open the heavy door and ignore her, and try to pretend that she’s not my mom, but just some random overweight office lady. I’m extremely annoyed that she insisted on taking me to school. We’ve been arguing about it all morning. Eventually we agreed that she would go home as soon as she has met my new teacher. I don’t want to seem like a little girl who can’t take care of herself, and who needs her mom to accompany her. That would be a sign of weakness. And the last thing I want to be is weak. I am not weak! Not anymore. It’s time for the new Jenna to take the stage.


“I hope we won’t get lost,” my mom says, trying to grab my hand.


“The teachers’ lounge is right here!” I hiss, pulling my hand away. I point to a sign and open a door. I quickly look behind me, and notice that some students around my own age are already beginning to appear. I hurriedly pull my sluggish mom inside the teachers’ lounge. I just don’t want to be seen with her.


Once inside the teachers’ lounge, I start to relax. It smells of coffee and toast. A lot of teachers are getting up from a long table, where it appears they have had breakfast together. I sigh. I would like to become a schoolteacher…





…myself someday. Or a singer. Maybe both. I could be the sort of young teacher with her own apartment who becomes famous in a talent show, and all my young students would cheer and ask for my autograph. I slip into a bit of a daydream just thinking about it. The song I wrote late last night is still spinning through my mind. It’s quite simple. Only three piano chords.


My mom stands in the middle of the room with her hands at her sides. “Where can I find the teacher for ninth grade, Class 2?” she shouts across the entire teachers’ lounge.


Everything goes silent, and I curl my toes in embarrassment.


A short lady with dark curly hair walks over to my mom. Her face is one big, cheerful smile, and she shakes my mom’s hand.


“My name is Paula Shearer,” she says, with a tiny trace of an accent. Sounds like she might have originally come from another country. “I’ll be the teacher for ninth grade, Class 1.”


“But Jenna will be in Class 2.” My mom already looks skeptical.


I’m cautious as well. They’re not going to mistreat us here at Heatherfield. That happened plenty at the Forest Hill School, where I went before.


“I know,” Mrs. Shearer says, ignoring the skepticism, and smiling at me. “Welcome, Jenna!”


She shakes my hand and looks at me intently. I like her already, even though I’m almost a foot taller than she is. I smile back at her, and hope my mom will leave soon.


Mrs. Shearer looks back at my mom. “Class 2 will have a substitute teacher the first two weeks.” She shakes her head as if to apologize. “Someone’s on sick leave, you know how it is,” she says in a low voice, rolling her eyes. “But Jenna can always contact me if she needs it.”


My mom sags slightly. She can’t make a fuss. She has been on sick leave plenty of times. She knows all about it. Instead she nods enough to make her double chin wobble, and she starts chattering rapidly and nervously, as if she feels a need to tell everything there is to know about me.


“Jenna was severely bullied at the Forest Hill School,” my mom says, seeming agitated.


I feel like pushing her far away, out of the door and back to our tiny apartment. It’s not part of the plan that anyone should know about my past. But now it’s already too late.


Mrs. Shearer tilts her head to the side and gives me a compassionate look. “You’ll be starting in a lovely class with some very nice girls,” she says looking cheerful. “My own daughter, Ella, is in that class as well.”


I nod happily. That’s a good start. I’ve given it a lot of thought. How to act around the other girls and such. I know how popular girls act, and I’m going to try acting like that as well. The kind of popular girl everyone wants to be friends with.


“The bullying started as early as sixth grade,” my mom says with a sigh, leaning towards Mrs. Shearer. My mom looks huge next to the tiny lady. “And last year was completely awful, wasn’t it Jenna?”


I nod reluctantly. My mom should stop talking now. It’s time for her to leave. I’m about to start anew. No sense standing there poking at old wounds.


“Mom,” I say quietly, trying to signal to her that it’s time for her to leave.


But my mom continues: “We really struggled, Jenna and I. We tried to get them expelled. I had countless meetings with Jenna’s old teacher and the school principal, but nothing happened!” My mom inhales, as if she were trying to control herself. “The Forest Hill School did nothing!”


“Mom!” I interject, giving Mrs. Shearer an apologetic smile. I’ve heard it all before. My mom loves telling the story about my experiences at Forest Hill. But now it’s time to move on.





I turn to look at a mirror hanging on the door when my mom keeps talking to Mrs. Shearer. I’m still not quite used to it. I still avoid mirrors. I really have to pull myself together to look into them. At least initially, because once I see my own reflection, I just stand there staring at it. I can’t recognize myself at all.


“The Forest Hill School defended the bullies!” my mom goes on, dramatically. “Would you believe it, the guidance counselor tried telling us that they were having a hard time as well! And that was the final straw! We simply could not respect that one bit!”


I quickly run my hand through my long brown hair.





It got slightly lighter over the summer, because I’ve been sunbathing for the first time in my life. Wearing a bikini even. I’m wearing make-up for the first time as well, even though my mom yelled at me this morning when I was applying the mascara. She doesn’t think people should wear make-up. But I don’t care. I’m not ending up like her. I don’t want to be fat. Never again. I’ve lost 20 kilos in six months. I still don’t recognize myself.


My mom is still busy talking about my old school, when I suddenly make eye contact with a young man in the mirror. He must be standing behind me, and for a second I get completely confused, because I’m sure I’ve seen him somewhere before. I recognize his white spiky hair and his brown eyes.


“Paula, do you have time for a meeting this afternoon?” he says, looking at Mrs. Shearer.


I turn around. Completely shocked, I realize it’s Christian, and I put my hand over my mouth to cover a gasp. It’s Christian from ‘Freshness’. The lead singer in the local band from our town that became famous all over the country this summer with the help of their #1 song. I’ve seen their new music video tons of times, and I’ve dreamt that I might one day be as good as they are. I read in a magazine that Christian is 21 years old, and that he used to attend this school. I can hardly believe that he’s standing here in front of me!


Mrs. Shearer puts her hand on Christian’s shoulder. “This is Mr. Scott, he’ll be the substitute teacher in Class 2.”


My mom nods. She doesn’t look particularly happy. I, however, do. I can’t stop smiling. Christian nods at me and smiles back. His eyes are an even deeper shade of brown in real life, and I feel my cheeks getting flushed and I hurriedly look away. How lucky am I to have him as a substitute teacher?


“It won’t be more than two weeks, then Mr. Holt will be returning,” Mrs. Shearer continues, as if she has noticed my mom’s dissatisfaction. “But Mr. Scott will be doing a musical with the students from ninth and tenth grade. He’s in a band as well.”


My body jolts. A musical. I should definitely sign up for that.


“Jenna plays a lot of music as well,” my mom says. “She’s incredibly talented, and she really ought to consider applying to a college of music when she’s done with school.”


“What do you play?” Christian asks.


“Piano and a bit of guitar,” I say, straightening my back.


“And you sing as well, and write and compose your own songs,” my mom says proudly.


Christian is looking at me more intently now, I think. I feel like slapping my mom. She exaggerates. I might have come up with a tune or two, but I don’t think it’s accurate to say that I composed anything. Especially not right in front of Christian from ‘Freshness’. It’s nothing compared to what he can do.


“Really?” Christian asks, tilting his head to the side as if he were looking at a little girl. Then again, that’s what I am. We might be the same height, but I’m only 14 years old. Seven years younger than he is.


“I’m just having a bit of fun,” I say. I’m not used to this amount of attention. All my life I’ve been the fat girl in class, trying to make myself invisible so no one would pick on me.


“Are you sure about that?” Christian asks, squinting slightly, turning his brown eyes into two narrow slits.


I completely forget to breathe. He does that in the music video as well. He squints when he sings. It looks absolutely amazing. Sexy even. I can’t fathom why he would be a substitute teacher when he’s in a famous band. Or at least in a band on the verge of becoming really famous.


I shake my head. I don’t know how to answer Christian’s question. Of course I don’t just play music to have a bit of fun. It’s deadly serious. It’s my entire life, and it has cheered me up every time I felt depressed about being fat and not having any friends. And every time I found myself thinking about the things that happened to me in the playhouse outside the Forest Hill School.


“You should definitely sign up for the musical then,” Christian says, as he follows Mrs. Shearer, who opens the door to the hallway and signals us to follow her.
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