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         Once upon a time, I liked Tess. Many, many years ago, we used to play hide and seek with each other outside our apartments in Aspudden. She went to my school and we waved at each other across the cafeteria. Me; light and without front teeth. She; dark with a cartoon bear t-shirt. With Stockholm being a big city, people came and went, working, working, working. But through all this, Tess has circled my life like a satellite of ill omen, to beat me off-track as soon as things are good.

         Everybody knows that the position of Lucia at the Royal Opera house, which is televised live, is between me and Tess. Had this been a movie, maybe it would end with neither of us getting the part – overcoming our differences chasing it. But life isn’t a movie, life is so much simpler. Of all the things we’ve competed for – privately and out in the open – all the solo parts, every grant, Patrik (who I still don’t know if I wanted to sleep with because of attraction or as revenge for Tess receiving the solo at the European Choir Games three years past), this is the most important, the worst.

         Big but light snowflakes fall over Stockholm tonight. It’s December and I’m standing by my kitchen window, lighting match after match. Behind me, I hear the rustle of Jakob unpacking Christmas stars and cloths. When you’ve rehearsed as many Christmas songs as we’ve done, the feeling of Christmas isn’t all that present. The first of advent is just one day closer to Lucia. And today is, above all, a date in which neither me nor Tess has been chosen. I light another match as the aroma of mulled wine thickens the air. Slowly, as slowly as I can, forcing away the instinct of pulling away, I move my finger over the flame. My skin blackens with soot, the burnt part throbbing. If Tess gets this part, I don’t know what I will do. It is the first thing on my mind when I wake up, and the last thing I think of before I fall asleep. A thick, burning lump fills my chest, constantly present, overshadowing everything else. I have given so much of my time to this company, and if Tess, Tess, gets it – everything is wasted. In the end, I know it doesn’t matter. If I don’t become the Lucia of Sweden, I’ll survive. But the mere thought of her face, cracking up in that big smile, is unbearable. I wish we were five years old and neighbours again. Back then I would pull her hair, push her from the swing, and that would be it. But we’re grown-ups now, and I will have to say congratulations. The word tastes bitter on my tongue, I can physically feel it like a sodden lump of dough in my throat. Congratulations. I will never be able to say it.

         Instead, I light another match, placing the flame a few inches under my finger, taking a deep breath. The smell of smoke and cinnamon filling my lunges. Let it Snow playing from the speaker with Jakob humming along. I remove the match, lighting the candle in front of me with what’s left of the flame. First of advent, twelve days to go.

          
   

         Standing outside my vocal coach’s office by a big wooden door at the Opera, the sound of her voice makes me jump.

         “You would never make it,” she says. “No offence, you’re just… frail.”

         “What is that supposed to mean?” I sigh. Turning around, I see her leaning against the wall further down, arms crossed over her chest. The long, black hair stuck under one of her arms. I have to stop myself from leaning over to pull it out.

         “The concert is two and a half hours long, Julia. Everyone knows it’s physically demanding. Everyone would understand if you declined.

         “Decline? That means you also understand I’ll be the one they’re going to ask.”

         At this, Tess snorts like a dog, the hair falling from her grip. It’s long with a perfect lock like a G clef at the end.

         “I’m just saying, I could do it without any problems, and there’s a chance you wouldn’t. It would be very awkward for you if you were to pass out.”

         I want to be the bigger person, to be mature. Still I hear myself saying:

         “You don’t stand a chance.”

         Tess licks her lips, slowly. First the lower lip and then the upper one. Is it a conscious move? She looks stupid.
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