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“We hold these truths to be self-evident, that all men are created equal, that they are endowed by their Creator with certain unalienable Rights, that among these are Life, Liberty and the pursuit of Happiness.”

United States Declaration of Independence, July 4, 1776
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That shocking story on the Internet is not me.

The fairy tale I’m about to tell the American officials is a lie.

Do I still have a story of my own? I don’t know.

•   •   •

I’m fifteen and I’m from the Netherlands. My dad wears corduroy pants and likes stargazing more than anything else. And, oh yeah, I almost forgot—last Tuesday he destroyed the world. My mother is Nora Quinn. She was born in Ireland, and now and then she speaks to me in English.

I mean: She speaks to me now and then. Always in English.

She’s an artist. Her paintings are in museums all over the world, and if she feels like taking off all her clothes and starting a new painting up on our roof, stark-naked, she does exactly that.

•   •   •

I’m their daughter. That was my story.

But now I have nothing at all.
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I’m the only person in the world who knows what I’m going to do today. That is, if I actually go through with it … 

My boots wait, perfectly still, on the smooth tiles of the departure hall. Whenever someone glances at me, my heart stops beating for an instant. Do they recognize me from the Internet? Are they about to start yelling at me?

But nothing happens. Everyone at the airport looks right through me. Yesterday they were all reading about my dad and what he did, but today they’re off on vacation. They’re dragging around suitcases and screaming toddlers and they’ve already forgotten all about their tweets.

•   •   •

I certainly haven’t forgotten the threats on Twitter, though.

My breathing has felt shallow since Tuesday evening. My mouth is dry. Somewhere inside my head, an alarm’s ringing, over and over. Danger, it says. Run! Get away!

•   •   •

I act like it’s perfectly normal for me to be standing here all alone at Schiphol Airport. The information boards flicker above my head; I smell men’s sweat; a dog the size of a small horse is pushed past inside a plastic cage.

Every thirty seconds, my hand reaches for my bag to grab my cell phone—but every time, my arm stops halfway. For the first time ever, I’ve actually turned off my phone.

I take out my passport and flick through the blank, stampless pages. When I get to my photo, I pause. I don’t like looking at pictures of myself. My hair’s too straight, my eyes are too big, and my face is too pale. I look like I’m fading away into nothing.

But the photo in my passport is different: It was taken four years ago when I was still in elementary school. I’m looking out of the photo fearlessly, as if I’m superexcited about the rest of my life. I was eleven and I liked to grow sprouts in empty eggshells.

I’m not that girl anymore.

My name is next to my passport photo: Emilia December de Wit. Seriously, that’s my name.

The middle name was my mom’s bright idea, and even when I arrived late and wasn’t born until January 2, she still thought calling me December was an excellent plan.

My dad could easily have said, “Maybe Susanne would suit her better. Or Margriet.” Then again, he could also have said, “How about we call her Cosine Isosceles Triangle de Wit?” Then my mom might have realized that incorporating your own insanity into your child’s name really isn’t such a great idea after all.

But my dad just kept his mouth shut. Of course he did. Even fifteen years ago, the guy was already a selfish jerk. He simply didn’t give a damn about the name of his only child.

•   •   •

Finally, it’s my turn. I put my passport on the desk and desperately try to work up a little moisture in my mouth.

“And what’s your destination today?” asks the desk clerk in her bright blue suit.

“New York.”

I stand up straighter. I’m scared, but at the same time, I feel something new and exciting running through my veins as I say the name of the city: I’m going to New York. My friends all have posters on their bedroom walls of boys they’ve never seen in real life. But above my bed, I have the New York City skyline. Okay, I’ve never been there, but I’m in love with it all the same.

“Are you flying alone?” the desk clerk asks.

I nod. Breathlessly, I answer her questions.

Yes, I packed my own bag.

No, I don’t have any hazardous substances in my carry-on.

I’m just taking my shoulder bag onto the flight.

The woman looks at me, but she doesn’t seem to recognize me from the Internet. And thank God she doesn’t suddenly remember seeing a disgusting man on the news last night who had the same last name as me.

My bulging suitcase gets a label and disappears from sight. And I get a boarding pass. Boarding will begin in ninety minutes.

All alone, I walk to the line for passport control. I don’t belong with anyone and I feel strangely light without my luggage. My blood is tingling. I still can’t quite believe it: I’m really going to do this. Two days ago, it was no more than an idea. Just a thought: If I were a completely different person, I’d give the world the finger and fly to New York.

It’s Friday, October 26. In ten and a half hours, I’ll be there.
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Everything is so different when you’re on your own. Colors are brighter, noises sound louder, plans can go wrong at any moment. As I walk through the echoing terminal after the passport check, I tell myself to be tough. A girl who steals her dad’s credit card in the middle of the night so she can buy a plane ticket isn’t going to sit crying in the airport restroom. A girl like that isn’t going to start screaming, and she’s certainly not going to turn on her cell phone to call her mom.

I buy a cappuccino even though I don’t like coffee; I need to stay alert. The cut on my left hand is still painful. Blood’s seeping through the bandage now, but I can’t do anything about it. I’d rather bleed out than change the bandage in a public restroom.

And then suddenly I stop walking.

I stare at a girl in the store that sells impossibly expensive bags. She has blond curls, tight jeans, and Uggs. It’s Juno—it must be. She’s standing with her back to me, so I can’t see her face. Heart pounding, I wait for her to turn around.

It’s someone else.

Shaking, I walk to the nearest row of seats. I sit down, clench my hands together, but stop as soon as I feel the cut. How could I have ever thought I was brave?

With trembling fingers, I take out my folder full of papers. I printed out absolutely everything. My flight times. The bus I have to take when I arrive. The dollar exchange rate. How much of a tip I should give. Which museum has the most Impressionist paintings. I keep reading until I get my breath back, and then finally I dare to look up again.

Outside, through huge panes of glass, I can see seventeen airplanes. They’re about to let their engines roar, soar away, and transform into swans, high in the sky.

It’s over now, I tell myself. I can’t bump into Juno in the hallways anymore. Her friends won’t be able to yell at me in the school yard. My gym bag is safe from their lighters, and that locker with all the stuff written on it isn’t mine anymore.

I’m never going back to that school.

•   •   •

In the waiting area by the gate, I have to turn my phone on, just for a moment. I wait anxiously to see if any messages arrive, but there’s nothing. My mom and dad think I’m at school and everyone in my class naturally assumes I’m under the covers at home, crying my eyes out.

Well, it just so happens that they’re wrong. And it just so happens that the time has come to flip off the world—or at least my mom and dad. The email’s been ready and waiting to be sent since last night:

To the losers who created me,

I thought we had a deal. I’d do my homework, set the table, and not get my navel pierced. You’d feed me and not do anything that might get you sent to prison.

The deal’s over now. That much is clear.

You think I’m doing some monster physics test, but I’m actually on the train to Germany. I’m going to stay with Klara. I’m going crazy here, so I’m off to a country where my dad isn’t the latest news. You have no idea what it’s been like at school and on Facebook and Twitter and everywhere else.

You don’t have a clue what it’s like to be me.

Don’t come after me. And don’t call either—I won’t pick up. Neither will Klara, and, anyway, she changed her number ages ago.

I’ll send another email tomorrow to let you know I’m still alive.

That is, if I am still alive … 

E.

My thumb hovers over the SEND button. At this point, I can still go back. I could just get up and walk from here to Arrivals, through the baggage claim, where the suitcases dizzily spin around in circles, and out into the hall, where no one’s waiting for me. I could catch the train back home as if I’d never planned to escape.

And then I remember Tuesday evening again.

•   •   •

I was sitting in our quiet, cozy living room, doing my history homework. It was about the American Declaration of Independence. Which is, without a doubt, one of the best things ever written, but that’s not the point right now.

Mom was working in her studio—she hadn’t even stopped to eat—and my dad was upstairs in his office, fiddling with his scientific instruments.

Outside in the dusk, people walked past our window. I looked out at those unfamiliar shadows as the first, shining lines of the Declaration of Independence marched through my head, and I was happy. For one brief moment, everything felt just right.

And then the phone rang.

Not my cell, but the landline. I walked to the phone, pulled my sleeve down over my hand, and picked up the receiver.

On the other end of the line I could hear a hysterical woman sobbing and choking.

She said she was Juno’s mother.

And she wanted to speak to my dad.

•   •   •

I press SEND and my email flies away. I don’t want to go back.
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More people die in car accidents than in plane crashes. That’s what I tell myself as I walk through the gray tunnel to the airplane. The alarm bell in my head is still ringing, but I try to ignore it.

I have an article in my bag, which I memorized last night. A plane’s air-conditioning system filters out no less than 99.97 percent of all bacteria and viruses from the air. If you keep strictly to the Ten Golden Rules for Plane Journeys, you’ll be fine.

As soon as I’m sitting in my seat by the window, I put Golden Rule Number One into action. I take a packet of disinfectant wipes from my bag and I start scrubbing. The plastic tray table, my armrests, and the buckle of my seat belt all need to be clean. Luckily, the people around me are focused on their magazines and earplugs and on flattening other people’s luggage by ramming their own bags into the overhead bins. They barely even look at me.

During takeoff, I stare at the bandage on my left hand. I can feel the plane jolting in the wind, the sky tugging at our wings, the engines racing to keep us alive.

To be honest, though, for more than an hour, I actually feel pretty fine inside that Boeing.

Unfortunately, I then have the brilliant idea of asking a flight attendant how many people are on board.

“Three hundred,” she says cheerfully as she hands me a plastic cup of apple juice.

I look around. I’m hanging up here above the ocean inside a vibrating cocoon with three hundred other living creatures. Three hundred slimy, snotty creatures who are sniffing and coughing and breathing the entire time. A large man closes the restroom door, and suddenly I wonder how many people would be crazy enough to poop eleven kilometers in the air, high above the clouds. No one at all, I’d have thought. But clearly I must be wrong. After all, some people poop at school, or at the fairground, or when they’re visiting someone else’s house … 

Then it starts.

Sometimes, when I think too hard about my PIN code, I suddenly can’t remember it. And it’s the same with breathing. As soon as I start paying attention to my breathing, my lungs forget how to act normally.

God, this is so embarrassing.

I’m hyperventilating.

•   •   •

No one notices at first, because I’m trying to suffocate quietly. But after a couple of minutes I can’t hide it anymore. My chest is going up and down, faster and faster. I can feel sweat on my forehead and my throat is burning. I gag and a kind of whining sound comes out.

The whole plane is looking at me. Five people press their bells. A little girl starts crying.

Soon there are three flight attendants standing beside my row of seats, discussing me in whispers. Then a call goes out through the airplane to ask if there’s a doctor on board.

I don’t really notice what’s going on because I’m too busy dying, but a Russian doctor appears from business class. He confers in broken English with the flight attendants and with about fifteen passengers, who are all butting in. While the consultation is still in full swing, a woman who is clearly a fully qualified mother tells me to breathe into a paper bag. Then the Russian doctor gives me something to calm me down.

It’s a long time before they all stop looking at me.

•   •   •

Tears roll quietly down my cheeks and onto my neck, because I obviously got it all wrong. I’m not giving the world the finger. The world is giving me the finger.

Yet again.

Dazed, I stare out the window. The sunny clouds beneath the plane look like they’re made of whipped egg whites. It’s a frozen world with no people in it. With no plans and no disappointments.

Then I fall asleep and dream about my dad’s orrery, his model of the solar system.

It’s an old-fashioned contraption that stands in the middle of his office. When you crank a brass handle, the planets creakily turn around the sun. I was six when he let me operate it for the first time. It was magical. With just one hand, I could make the planets move. As I slowly turned the handle, my dad explained what makes it light in the daytime and dark at night. And why it doesn’t get dark all over the world at the same time.

In my dream I’m standing in the darkness outside his office door. Inside, I can hear the planets quietly squeaking. I hesitate for a moment before opening the door. The light of a streetlamp comes in through the windows. The instruments are gleaming: the big electrostatic generator by the window, the barometers on the wall, the microscopes under their glass domes.

In the middle of the room is the orrery with its brass handle. But it’s not my dad who’s turning it.

It’s Juno.

Her blond curls are shining more brightly than all the instruments combined. She looks at me.

And then she laughs.
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As the wheels of the plane touch the ground, I feel a lump in my throat.

I am Columbus. For the first time in my life, I am in America.

•   •   •

As soon as I’m inside Newark Airport, I look eagerly around. But all I can see is a gray corridor with dirty carpet on the floor and threatening signs with pictures of cell phones crossed out in red. I’d imagined America would gleam. That everything would be spotlessly clean and modern. Which sounded great to me.

After the corridor, we enter a room the size of a church. A long line of people zigzags silently through a collection of poles and cordons. It’s like an amusement park, but without any signs to tell you how long the wait is.

A tense silence fills the hall. America isn’t a country you can just walk into. If the immigration people think you’re secretly planning to stay for longer, or if they suspect that you’re lying, they put you on the next flight home.

And yes, I’m planning to lie.

My stomach feels like I’m right at the top of a roller coaster. I can see the large man from the plane looking at me. The mother with the paper bag is keeping an eye on me too. Do they hope I’m about to start panicking again?

Well, if I have to stand here for another thirty minutes, their wish will come true.

Finally, a man in a uniform sends me to desk number seven, where a woman with deep-set eyes and scraped-back hair is waiting for me.

“Good afternoon,” she says gloomily. She takes my passport. “How are you today?”

I look at her. This woman, someone I’ve never met before, will decide, in less than ten minutes, if I’m allowed to enter America.

“What is the purpose of your visit to the United States?” she asks.

I gulp. The airport here feels different than the one at home. English is my second mother tongue, but I’m not sure if I’ve memorized the right lies.

“Just a vacation,” I say. “I want to see New York.”

“How long are you staying?”

“Two weeks.”

On Wednesday night, when I booked the flight, I wanted to buy a one-way ticket at first. But then I started to read all the horror stories about the American immigration system, and I soon realized that I’d never, ever be allowed into the country without a return ticket. They only let you in if they’re sure you’re going to clear off again before too long.

“Where will you be staying for the next two weeks?” asks the woman.

I take the folder of printouts from my bag. It contains all the information about my room and the emails that the owner sent me. The paper seems to be shaking even worse than my hand.

The woman takes a good, long look at everything, leafs through my passport, and then frowns.

“You’re fifteen?”

I nod.

“And you’re here on your own?”

This is the big moment. Of course this woman doesn’t need to hear all about my real life. She just wants a story that sounds right, a fairy tale she can listen to without becoming concerned.

“My friend Klara’s coming too,” I say. My voice sounds like cold oatmeal. “We rented the apartment together. Klara’s twenty-one and she used to be my family’s au pair. She’s landing at John F. Kennedy Airport on a flight from Frankfurt this evening. I have her telephone number right here.” I push another piece of paper over to the woman. “But she’s still on the plane right now … ”

With one hand, I hold on tightly to the counter, even though it’s sticky. If I don’t, I know I’ll fall over.

The woman flips through my passport again and looks up at me.

“Do you have written permission from your parents for this trip?”

I offer up silent thanks to the Internet. I knew I was going to need a letter. I take it out of the folder, along with the copies of my parents’ passports. I snagged half the letter from the Internet and made up the rest myself. And I copied the signatures from their passports, so they should be right.

I slide the documents across to the woman and wait anxiously. She studies the letter and the photocopies for a long time. If I believed in God, I’d be praying now. Constantly, pleadingly. But I don’t believe in God.

I used to believe in grown-ups. And now I don’t believe in anything.

Finally, she nods. Gravely, as if she’s decided I can go straight to hell.

“Okay. Place your left thumb on the scanner.”

I hesitate at the sight of the greasy glass plate. But I’d do anything for America. I think as hard as I can about the antibacterial gel in my bag and I put my thumb on the scanner.


[image: image]

This is incredible! I made it! Emilia December de Wit is in America.

My first stop was an ATM. Then I used my first-ever dollars to buy a ticket for the bus into the city. Which is where I am now. On the bus. Right at the front, almost next to the driver, so I can look out through the windshield. It was the only way to see out, because there are advertisements stuck all over the side windows, from top to bottom.

As we wait for more passengers to get on, my self-control fails me: I have to turn on my cell phone. The messages come pinging in. Nine missed calls from “Dad” and three from “Mom’s cell.” As I stare at the glowing screen, I start to feel sick. Ever since Tuesday, the Netherlands has been just one big stinking swamp, and I can smell the stench even from here.

There’s no way I want to listen to whatever those voice mails have to say, but I make myself read the text messages. Dad sent the first one just after I’d boarded the plane.

Damn it, Emilia! Just saw the broken glass in my office. I understand why you’re angry, but this is unforgivable. I know you skipped school today. Call me ASAP.

I look down at the bandage on my hand before opening the next text message.

Pick up the phone! If you don’t call back, I’m getting into the car and coming to fetch you from Frankfurt. We need to talk. Now!

The last message was sent an hour ago.

If we don’t hear from you by midnight, we’re calling the police and reporting you missing.

My hands are shaking. I knew he’d be mad. That’s exactly what I wanted. But “unforgivable”? He’s never said that before.

Don’t call the police, I text back. Do you really want to mess things up even more? Klara and I just ate schnitzel and I’m fine. Will call tomorrow.

As I hit SEND, the bus starts moving. I put my phone on silent and bury it in the bottom of my bag. I have to forget about the swamp, or I might as well not have bothered to escape.

Look outside, I say to myself. You’re Columbus!

I focus on the details. The traffic signs above the road are bright green. The sky is cloudy, and the cars are the size of tanks. Americans build their roads with big slabs of concrete, and the old bus shudders every time we bump onto a new one. We make a slow curve. The concrete road becomes an overpass. And then I stop breathing.

There, in the gray distance, is New York City.

I recognize the skyline immediately from the poster over my bed: Hundreds of gray, brown, and glistening glass buildings combine to form the most beautiful bar graph in the world. As I gaze at it, one word dances and spins around inside my head: finally.

All those movies and photos and TV shows and news items have prepared me for this moment. But now I’m seeing it for real. And it feels just like when I made the planets move for the first time.

Suddenly, I realize why American immigration wanted my story to be just right. As I see that world-famous skyline with my own eyes, I understand.

America is the ultimate story. It’s like stepping onto a life-size movie screen. If you want to play your part, you have to fit in.

•   •   •

The bus drives into a tunnel that seems too narrow. Tiled walls whizz past. Car lights flash by in the darkness. I see an orange traffic cone lying in the middle of our half of the road, and I close my eyes for a moment.

Then we emerge from the tunnel and we’re in Manhattan. A handful of Native Americans once lived on this small island between two rivers. Now it has 1.6 million inhabitants, and it’s crammed full of skyscrapers.

From the bus, I can’t see where the buildings stop. The Friday-afternoon traffic is insane. Yellow cabs everywhere. They’re honking their horns in a hundred different ways, as if every taxi is speaking a different language.

We drive past oceans of people gazing up at gigantic neon signs. Flashing advertisements for The Lion King and the latest Samsung phone and the “Biggest Burger Ever!” dance across the buildings.

The world around me is sparkling. Everything is gleaming and glittering away.

•   •   •

And suddenly I wonder if I really fit in here.

As New York roars outside, I look down at my hands. The skin is dry and cracked, like the surface of an old painting. I wash my hands constantly, and it’s ruined my fingers.

What would this city want with me?

I am Emilia December de Wit, and I’m too scared even to touch the metal bar in front of me. I’m too scared to eat a hot dog from a food cart. I’m too scared to use the subway at rush hour.

I don’t know what would happen to us if my dad had to go to jail.

I have no idea how I would look after my mom. Or if I’d even want to.

I wonder … 

But then I stop.

We’re driving past a singing, jingling, laughing park. Around the edges, beneath the red and yellow trees, are glass stalls with little stores inside. In the middle of the park, there’s an ice rink full of skaters in brightly colored hats. As I hear the first Christmas song of the year, I feel happiness in my veins.

Do I fit in?

Hey, this is New York City. You only have to look at all the girls who live here in the movies. If the stories are even a little bit true, this place is teeming with lonely, hung-up control freaks like me. Women who write down everything in their bulging diaries. Who can’t stand surprises. Who constantly clean their apartments, wearing an oversize sweater that once belonged to their ex or their dead father, and who have only a cat to talk to, and eat takeout every night from one of those cardboard boxes, and have piles of teddy bears gazing up at them from their perfectly made beds … 

It’s beginning to look a lot like Christmas.

My collection of dusty teddy bears is a big, fat zero, and I definitely don’t have a fluffy cat. But if there’s anywhere in the world I should feel at home, it’s here, in this glittering city.

•   •   •

The bus gasps to a halt at the last stop.

“Grand Central,” calls the bus driver without looking around. “Last stop. Everyone out.” He throws our bags onto the sidewalk, and the rattling bus drives away.

And so here I am. With my boots on the flat gray sidewalk of New York. Everyone else knows where they need to go. They disappear, along with their suitcases and bags.

All on my own, I stand on a sidewalk that’s as wide as an entire Dutch street. Enormous buildings tower all around me. I tilt my head to look up at them. A few streets away, a silver skyscraper shimmers like the spire of a fairy-tale church. High in the sky, eagles’ heads stretch out from the metallic building. As I gaze at them, I fall in love.

I just wish I could actually see Grand Central station … Where could it be?

It’s a lot colder here than in the Netherlands, so I button my winter coat all the way to the top. My head’s spinning. The sky’s still light, but to me it feels like eleven thirty at night. If I stay here forever, I’ll have seen six extra hours of sunlight by the time I die. And my dad will have lived in the dark for six hours longer.

A yellow cab pulls up. The driver smiles at me through his open window. “Need a ride?”

I was planning to take the subway to my room. My printout says I need to take the green line, number 6, downtown, but suddenly I feel like I’m about to keel over with jet lag. My psychologist—I saw her for a while, but thankfully that’s over now—always said an occasional change of plan isn’t a bad thing.

So I nod.

My bag goes in the trunk, and soon we’re zooming south down Lexington Avenue. You only have to study the map of New York once to see how the city fits together. It’s like someone arranged a box of building blocks on a sheet of graph paper. The wide routes from north to south are called avenues, and the ones from east to west are streets. The streets all have a number, so you always know exactly where you are.

If only my life were that simple.

I sit in silence, looking out the cab window. The buildings are starting to shrink, and the sharply dressed businessmen turn into kids in skinny jeans.

I found my room online just yesterday morning, on craigslist. My finger was sore from hours of scrolling and my eyes were burning. I’d just about given up. It wasn’t going to work. I’d have to resign myself to life in the swamp. America didn’t want me. But then, hidden among five hundred dingy broom closets and seven hundred insanely expensive apartments, I suddenly spotted my “studio.”

The photographs showed sunlight streaming in through two large windows, and the description said those windows had a view of the Empire State Building. I felt like Goldilocks: This room was just right. It was available for the next couple of weeks. And all I had to do was pay in advance with my dad’s credit card.
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It’s like stepping out of the cab and onto a movie set, a set that fifty people have worked on for weeks to make it obvious to even the dumbest of viewers: This story takes place in New York.

But this isn’t a set; it’s for real.

As the taxi pulls away, I gaze around. My street’s lined with tall trees in flaming fall colors. Most of the buildings are five stories high. They’re reddish-brown and ocher and gray, with flat roofs and elegant metal fire escapes. Two girls walk past. I can tell just by looking at them that they’re runway models. Their legs are so long and thin. They have bored looks on their faces and big cups of coffee in their hands. With those little plastic lids on top.

I look at the house numbers. My room must be on the top floor of that bloodred building. Beside the front door, there’s a messy line of buzzers. There are more buzzers than stories, so it takes me a while to find the name I’m looking for. There it is, in faded letters: Greenberg.

I’m too tired to be nervous, so I pull my sleeve over my finger and press the button.

Nothing happens.

I ring again, but there’s still no sound from behind the front door. All around me, though, the city is insanely loud. Sirens wail from three different directions and there’s honking everywhere: long blares and short beeps and whole stretches of uninterrupted noise. Then a truck rumbles down the narrow street, engine growling and black clouds pumping from the rattling muffler.

As I start coughing, the front door opens. I was expecting a guy with a goatee. On the website, Mr. Greenberg was a grown man with two Chihuahuas, a big grin, and a blond beard.

But the guy in the doorway isn’t an adult. He can’t be much older than me. His short dark hair is ruffled, his T-shirt’s inside out, and he’s not wearing any shoes.

He’s not smiling either.

“Okay,” he says. “What is it this time?”

I stare at him.

“I know Abby sent you.” He sounds mad. “My aunt already called.” He holds up an iPhone. “Abby’s disappeared, and when that kid goes missing, she’s always up to no good.”

“I … ”

“You got a banana with a note hidden inside?” He doesn’t even wait for me to answer. “No, of course not. Abby never does the same thing twice.” He sighs. “So are you going to act something out for me? Or do you have a video clip? Do I need to go somewhere?”

I shake my head. I seem to have forgotten how to speak.

“Okay, I get it,” the boy says. His eyes are very dark brown. “You’re not going to answer until I say exactly the right thing. Like a kind of password.” He frowns and looks down at the ground. His cheeks are slowly turning red.

“Abby wants me to talk to you. To have an actual conversation with you, just like that, out of nowhere. That’s it, isn’t it?” He wipes his hand across his face. “That’s why she chose you. A pretty girl, the kind of girl I normally wouldn’t talk to. But she doesn’t get it. It doesn’t work that way. I mean, there’s a reason why I don’t talk to pretty girls. Pretty girls and me … ”

He stops and I stare at him. A pretty girl?

The boy sighs. “You can tell Abby I blew it. This challenge was too difficult.” He starts to shut the door.

“Wait!” I say. “Who’s Abby?”

The door swings open again.

“My little sister,” he says. “But you already know that … ”

As he looks at me, I can see it slowly dawning on him.

“Really?” he says, in that feeble little cold oatmeal voice that I so often hear myself using. “You don’t know who Abby is?”

“No.”

“So you have nothing to do with one of her challenges? She didn’t tell you to wait here until I started flirting with you?”

“Sorry,” I say. “My name’s Emilia. I come from the Netherlands and I’ve rented a room here.”

He’s about to say something, but then he shakes his head and remains silent.

“So Abby’s missing?” I ask.

“She was supposed to stay with my aunt this weekend, but she ran away.” He still can’t quite meet my eyes. “Abby’s eleven, and that seriously is a terrible age. She has no idea how dangerous the world can be. She thinks she’s James Bond and that she can solve all the problems in New York.”

“And that she can find you a girlfriend … ”

I immediately wish I hadn’t said anything, because the red glow in his cheeks had just started to fade.

“I talk too much,” he says.

“Me too,” I blurt.

That’s not true, because usually I keep my mouth tightly shut. I’m always scared of saying the wrong thing. Fifteen years old and I still feel like I don’t know the rules.

It’s a while before we pluck up the courage to make another sound. The sirens go on screaming in the background; the taxis keep blowing their horns; the city still races and gleams.

Finally, he breaks the silence. “Hi. I’m Seth Greenberg,” he says. Like a well-programmed American robot, he shoots out his hand. “Nice to meet you, Emilia … ” But his hand isn’t part of a clean and polished robot arm. His fingers are covered with black smudges, as if he’s just changed the cartridge of a printer from the Stone Age. Or maybe he repaired his bike, like, a week ago, and he hasn’t washed his hands since.

I know it’s dumb, but I can’t handle it right now. I can’t touch that dirty hand. I’m too tired. I just can’t bring myself to do it.

So I say, “Sorry.” I clench my right hand into a fist behind my back. “I have a cold. I don’t want you to catch it.”

He shrugs. “But if Abby didn’t send you, why are you here?”

“Because of the room!”

He looks puzzled.

“I just told you, didn’t I? I rented your studio.” I take the printout from my bag. “I was in touch with Mr. Greenberg. I guess that must be your dad?”

“I don’t think so,” says Seth. “My dad’s been dead for two years.”

I leaf through the papers. My hand with the cut is shaking again. I pretend not to have heard what he just said about his dead dad. Right now, all I want is for Seth to take me to my room. I want to pee and to shower and to sleep.

“Look.” I hold the papers in front of his face and he begins to read. The information about the studio. The emails I sent to Mr. Greenberg. His replies.

“So you’re here all alone?” Seth asks after a while. “You’ve come from the Netherlands and you rented a room off craigslist?”

I nod.

“Holy crap!” He shakes his head. Not just a quick shake, but a really slow, long one. “You’re even worse than an eleven-year-old.”

“What’s that supposed to mean?”

“I honestly thought things would get easier with Abby. I thought, sooner or later, that she’d quit her secret missions and going AWOL and causing trouble. But then I see this … ” He looks at me. “This room doesn’t even exist.”

“Of course it does!”

“No, it doesn’t. This so-called Mr. Greenberg of yours is a scammer. There’s no studio for rent here. The guy’s just used photos of some other room. Like you could see the Empire State Building from here!”

“But look!” My voice sounds shrill. “His name’s in the ad. That’s right, isn’t it? Greenberg. That’s your last name.”

Seth shrugs. “He must have copied it from the nameplate by the buzzer.”

He doesn’t say anything else, just looks at me. He’s giving my brain time to absorb what he said.

These past few days, every disaster that happened since the big bang has gone through my mind. And all the disasters that are yet to come. Train collisions, plane crashes—I was prepared for anything.

But I never would have imagined that the room I paid for simply doesn’t exist.

Seth’s cell phone starts ringing. An irritating, tinny jingle. He answers.

“Abby!” he cries. “Where are you? I just spoke to Aunt Leah. She was in tears … ” He listens for what seems like ages. “You’re crazy! Stay where you are. I’ll come get you.”

He puts his phone in his pocket. “Got to go. The kid’s a disaster area.”

“But … ”

“Hey, I’m sorry. Abby’s arranged to meet someone off the Internet. I’ve got to get to her as quickly as possible. You’ll have to find somewhere else to stay. Lucky there are plenty of hotels in New York.”

“Wait!” I call, but the front door’s already closed.

I hear his feet racing up the stairs. And then … silence. Just my heart, pounding in my head. And the blood rushing past my ears.
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I stand there, looking at the closed door.

And I’m still there, motionless, when Seth comes back out of his building with his bike. He’s wearing worn-out sneakers and a black hooded sweatshirt, and he has a neon-green helmet on his head.

“Good luck!” he calls, and then he leaps onto his bike and races away.

I want to yell at him that he has to stay with me. That I’m fifteen and I have no idea what to do next. He’s the only New Yorker I know even just a little bit. The only one who actually counts, anyway, because otherwise I only know celebrities: Taylor Swift and Beyoncé and Daniel Radcliffe. But I don’t yell and Seth goes zooming around a corner in the distance.

OH MY GOD! I say furiously to myself. How dumb can you be? You know you can’t trust the Internet! At school last year we even had these stupid lessons in “social media awareness,” taught by a very prim and proper lady who knew ten times less about computers than we did.

Why did I believe for even a second that Mr. Greenberg, with his smile and his blond goatee, would be so kind as to rent such a wonderful room to me for hardly any money at all?

Or, yeah, well, for five hundred dollars a week.

Compared to the other rooms, though, that was cheap. And yesterday I’d been stupidly naive and transferred a thousand dollars to Russia or to Nigeria or to God knows where that guy and his Chihuahuas actually live. If the mutts even exist … 

I clench my fists—including my left hand, the one with the cut—until my eyes fill with tears.

Finally, for the first time in my life, I’m in my favorite city in the world.

But with no faucet.

With no mattress.

And with no credit card.

I look at my phone. Three more missed calls from my dad. An astonishingly large number of the cells that make up my body want to call him back, sobbing, but I ignore them.

It’s six in the evening and it’s getting dark fast. Then the lights come on and suddenly my street looks like a street in a play. First I was walking across a movie set, now I’m standing on a stage with fire escapes made of cardboard and fake trees made of plastic. Every now and then someone throws down a few fall leaves. Every leaf is the shape of two little hearts stuck together.

I stare at them for a long time. Then I put my foot on two hearts and slowly twist my boot back and forth.

With great determination, I put up fences inside my mind. I’m only allowed to think about the next quarter of an hour. What to do next—that’s all that matters. Thoughts about murderers and rapists are off-limits. Calling my parents is out of the question. Shaking, shivering, trembling—those words aren’t part of my vocabulary.

Okay. The facts. I don’t have a bed in this city.

So how does a person get a bed here?

By paying money.

What do I need to do first?

Withdraw more cash.

And what do I need for that?

An ATM.

I extend the handle of my suitcase and start walking. The wheels make a dull rattle on the concrete sidewalk. As I go past the colorful houses, from spotlight to spotlight, I think about a guy in this documentary I once saw on TV. He was about twenty, but ever since he was thirteen, he’d felt like he was in a movie. He wasn’t real, that’s how he put it. And he thought his mom and dad and friends and teachers were all actors too.

I felt sorry for him. No one wants to be an actor forever. But at the same time I wondered if he was the only one saying out loud what everyone feels. Maybe it was different in elementary school. But I know that everyone at my high school is playing a role. Seriously. Our whole building is just one big theater.

I hope that’s all going to change when I’m older. But sometimes, when I lie awake and the night is at its darkest, I’m scared it’ll never stop. And I worry that people can’t give up acting even when they’re adults. That we’re never free. That the performance will go on forever.

•   •   •

At the end of the street is a six-lane road that cuts straight through the city. The traffic is blocked solid and—of course—everyone is beeping and honking away. At least half the cars are taxicabs. Cabs going nowhere.

On the broad sidewalk, people with all kinds of different plans in their heads are crossing paths. Professionals in designer clothes are leaving work and rushing to the subway. There’s a group of boys in secondhand coats and glasses with thick frames who have to be students. And girls in ultrashort, shiny minidresses who are wobbling their way to couches, cocktails, and blond rich guys with names like James Howard III.

Those guys really do exist. I’ve seen them in the movies.

As I’m thinking about numbered heirs, I spot the brightly illuminated window of a Bank of America. Pulling my heavy suitcase behind me, I half jog to the bank. I rattle the door.

Locked.

Feeling kind of stunned, I stare at the ATMs inside their bare box and suddenly a man with a beard appears beside me. Not a white Santa Claus beard, but one of those hipster beards that are suddenly so popular.

“You want to go in?” he asks.

I just nod.

He swipes his credit card through a slit beside the door. The light turns green and the door opens.

“Thank you!” I say, surprised.

The man gives me a grin and then walks on. I pull my suitcase into the bright box and put my card into the machine.

But it doesn’t work. It seems I can only withdraw cash once a day when I’m abroad. But all I took out at the airport was fifty dollars—nowhere near enough for a hotel.

I drag my suitcase back outside. The fences inside my head are still upright. But they’re shaking. It won’t take much to make them fall.

“Excuse me!” I call to a woman in a hilarious outfit that looks like something straight out of Sex and the City. “Do you know where I can get free Wi-Fi?”

I can’t tell how old she is. Her skin is pulled tight and her face is heavily made up. She’s like some scarily realistic mannequin from a window display.

“They got Wi-Fi at Starbucks,” she says in a sugary voice like a little girl’s. “Go straight and take a right onto Broadway.”

I wheel my suitcase through the honking and the neon lights toward the green-and-white logo with the mermaid. Inside, it’s warm and smells like coffee. I go to the bathroom first, which—thank God!—is clean. Then I buy a cup of tea and a blueberry muffin. I sit at a table by the window and, before even removing my coat or having a bite of my muffin, I take out my phone.

I know that I quickly need to find a hotel where I won’t have to pay until tomorrow, but first I Google “how to treat cuts.” The wound in my hand is a constant throb. And I also want to know how polluted the air in New York is and I have to check if Daniel Radcliffe really does live here.

I deliberately don’t look at my email. Or at any news sites. And I can’t even sneak a peek at Facebook or Twitter, because I deleted my accounts yesterday.

The muffin is sweet and gooey, with juicy blueberries and a faint vanilla flavor. Finally, I feel warm again, and fewer of the cells in my body want to phone home and sob.

But then I look at a forum for tips about hotels—and it’s all over.

As a minor in America, you can’t rent a hotel room on your own. Apparently it’s a liability thing. And you can’t lie about your age, because everyone always asks for your passport.

I keep on looking, but I can’t find a solution. An hour later, there’s only one thing I can think of: Go to the police. Hand myself in.

And they’ll put me on the first plane home tomorrow morning.
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Starbucks closes at eleven at night. I put on my coat, pick up my flowery bag and my suitcase, and head outside. I stand on the ice-cold sidewalk.

New York loves to celebrate the fact that it’s Friday night. A stretch limo drives by, a group of men in tiaras and boas is yelling that Mitchell’s getting married, two giggling girls walk past in glittery skirts—but I’m just not interested. In the Netherlands, it’s five in the morning. I’ve never, ever been awake for such a long stretch of time. My head feels muzzy and my body’s shaking.

I know exactly where the nearest police station is now. But I walk in the opposite direction.

I spent a long time thinking about it at my little table by the window. I imagined what it would be like to report myself to the police. How it would feel when they called my parents. And then, later, what it would be like sitting around the kitchen table, the three of us.

So I’m walking back to Seth and Abby’s place. If I turn up on their doorstep at eleven thirty at night, they’re sure to let me in, aren’t they? They’ll have to, won’t they?

Exhausted, I trudge along the six-lane street, past the ATMs inside their bare box, back to the narrow street with the trees. A bunch of drunk people go by. A few men call out something, but I look down at the ground and walk on.

I don’t know if I’m scared.

No, of course I’m scared, but I’ve got bigger problems than a bunch of drunk guys. That’s what I tell myself. I try to think about movies and imagine I’m walking across a stage again, but I’m too tired.

All I can think about is my dad’s solar system. I can see planet Earth in front of me, and I feel as if I’m walking at an angle. All that time in the Netherlands I was walking upright. Now I’ve flown to an entirely different part of the globe. That has to affect your head somehow, doesn’t it? Surely your blood must stop flowing normally?

Feeling dizzy, I stand in front of the red building again. I pull my sleeve down over my finger and press the button next to “Greenberg.” I put my ear to the door and listen. I ring again and wait.

After seventeen rings, I give up. Seth must be sleeping like a mammoth, or maybe he never came back.

I drop down onto the stoop and lean my head against the red-painted bricks. My hands were already cold, and now I can feel the ice creaking inside my legs. I look longingly at my bulging suitcase. Neatly folded inside that suitcase is a wonderful sleeping bag that I always take with me because I don’t like other people’s blankets and quilts.

I think about taking out the sleeping bag, but I don’t. It would get dirty out here on the street. And what if the police see me lying there in a sleeping bag on the sidewalk like a homeless person? Then I won’t have to walk to the station on my own. They’ll just ask me to accompany them.

I take my phone out of my bag and see that my dad’s finally answered my text message.

Okay, we won’t go to the police yet. But I want to talk to you and Klara tomorrow.

I immediately hide the message behind the fences inside my head. Tomorrow I’ll decide how I’m going to answer him.

A group of men walks past singing. One of them yells that I’m cute. Another stands right in front of me and asks if I want to go with them to a bar on a hotel roof in the Meatpacking District. I tell them I’m staying here, that I’m waiting for friends who are stuck in traffic.

He asks if I’m from Ireland. I say no.

He asks for my number. I say no again. The whole group laughs. They nudge one another, but then walk on.

My teeth start chattering.

All those heart-shaped fall leaves lie withering on the ground around me. Most of them are yellow, but there’s a red one among them. I stare at it. I’m used to feeling lonely. Whenever I hear my mom talking about what it was like to be pregnant, I know that even then, inside her tummy, I must have been a little bit lonely.

But being this lonely—that’s something new.

•   •   •

I open my eyes again when I hear a boy’s voice. For a moment I think it’s Seth. But this voice is different. Louder. Angrier.

I sit up straight. My bones are chilled through. My eyes are stinging. It’s a blond boy and he’s coming closer. He’s walking down the middle of the street, kicking an empty beer can and cursing wholeheartedly.

“Those fucking arrogant bastards!” He gives the can another kick and almost loses his balance, but manages to stay upright. “I hate those rich fuckers!”

And then he sees me. He stops.

I don’t think I’ve ever seen anyone so handsome before. His faded jeans are fraying and the laces of his black high-tops are loose. Under his jacket he’s wearing a white T-shirt with splashes that look black in the streetlight. But I can tell they’re bloodstains. His right hand is bandaged.

He takes a swig from a bottle in a brown paper bag and looks at me.

I’m so tired now that the whole world seems like a movie. Slowly I hold up my own bandaged hand—a kind of salute from one wounded soldier to another.

“Vietnam?” he asks, pointing his brown bag at my bandage.

“War of Independence,” I say. “How about you?”

“Me?” It’s a while before he answers. “I’m having the worst fucking day of my life. I’ve only got nine fingers left and I got fired.”

His blond hair hangs over his ears. I can’t work out quite how old he is. Older than me in any case. Older than Seth too.

He takes another swig. Then he frowns. “Are you part of my worst ever day too? Or are you just sitting here?”

“I think I’m just sitting here,” I reply. “I’m already part of other people’s worst day.”

My teeth have started chattering again and I know I’m going to get sick. Not a cold, but double pneumonia. Acute meningitis. Or, quite simply, dead.

“What are you doing?” he asks.

“Just waiting for some friends.”

“Friends? You mean those little square pictures on Facebook?”

I nod. “That’s what I’m waiting for.”

“And what if … ”

He stops talking and sways. I watch as his eyes roll back into his head. The bottle falls clattering onto the street.

I’m too late to catch him, but I manage to grab his shoulders and make sure his head doesn’t hit the curb. Together, we collapse onto the ground.
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I can feel the roughness of his jacket and the warmth of his skin against my bare hands, and I shiver. How filthy does a leather jacket get if it’s never washed? Can dried blood make you sick?

I look at his pale face. My breathing is fast.

Should I scream for help?

Start banging at random on nearby doors?

Call 911?

I’m going to do all of that. I really am. I’m not going to let this guy die on the street. Of course not. But I’ll wait just a moment. Because I don’t want to call the police. I don’t want to go back to Amsterdam.

Carefully, I lay him on the cold sidewalk. His head has to be low, so the blood can flow to it. I check his pulse. I know how to do it because I check my own heartbeat every day. Something’s beating away, inside his body. He’s still alive.

And then he moves. I instantly let go of his hand.

“Jesus.” He groans. “What … ”

“You fainted,” I say.

“Wow.” He rubs his hand across his face. Slowly, he shakes his head. “Maybe I shouldn’t have had a drink after those painkillers at the hospital … ”

I’m kneeling beside him. The street’s deserted. I feel like having a quick cry, but of course I can’t.

He looks up at the starless sky. “Maybe I should just go to bed,” he says, without moving.

“Do you live far from here?”

“No. I’m nearly home. I live just over there.” He points at an off-white building with a rusty fire escape. “Pretty handy.” He’s still lying there.

“Come on, then,” I say. I’m worried he’s going to get pneumonia too.

Between the two of us, we get him to his feet. He’s still swaying, so I don’t say anything when he puts his arm around my shoulders. I’ve never felt such a heavy arm before. He can’t get the door open, so he hands the keys to me.

“Sorry,” he says. “Now I’ve just got to get up these three flights of stairs … ”

I sigh. Looks like I have no choice. “Wait a moment,” I say. “I’ll just put my suitcase here in the hallway, or it’ll disappear.”

I discover that there’s one advantage to dragging a drunk guy up three flights of stairs: It’s a great way to warm up. It’s been a long time since another body was so close to mine. My dad hasn’t been allowed to touch me for years. My mom’s never liked the feeling of anyone else’s skin against her own.

And then, halfway up the second flight of stairs, I suddenly have an idea. What if this crazy drunken boy has a guest room?

It’s insane and I know it. Normally, I wouldn’t even dream of sleeping at a strange guy’s place. Well, at Seth’s, yeah, but that was different. Seth’s even more awkward and shy than me, plus he’s got an eleven-year-old sister. Staying with a big brother is fine.

But the person who’s hanging around my neck right now doesn’t seem at all shy. He looks like a rich guy who’s fallen on hard times, and he curses like the heroes in American movies. From the point of view of a potential houseguest, he actually has just one thing going for him: He’s only semiconscious.

It’s not much, I admit. But the streets of New York are bitter tonight. And how badly can you be assaulted by someone who’s keeling over?

After three steep flights of stairs we’re standing in front of a mint-green door.

“Not my choice of color,” he says as I turn the key in the lock. “I took over the room from a friend of mine.”

He heads inside, but I stand in the doorway. I didn’t know jaws really could drop in surprise.

In the middle of the room is a double mattress piled up with blankets. And that’s the full extent of the furnishings. Literally. No chairs. No table. No closets. Just brown linoleum, bare walls, and a lumpy ceiling with water spots and a lightbulb hanging from a wire.

“He gave me the mattress too.” He kicks off his shoes. “Had no time to get anything else yet. And, of course, no money.”

He throws his jacket on the floor, pulls the bloodstained T-shirt over his head, and drops his pants. I stare at the ceiling, but can’t help noticing the smiling Cookie Monster on his boxer shorts.

“Where’s my phone?” he mumbles. He picks up his pants. “I need to set the alarm. Those fuckers at the hospital say I might have a concussion. Because I crashed to the floor when I saw all that blood.” He sighs. “They said my mom has to wake me up every two hours tonight.”

I raise my eyebrows. “So where’s your mom?”

“At home, in Detroit.”

“Did you tell that to your doctor?”

“None of his business. Why should I tell some asshole where my mom lives?”

He lies down on the thin mattress, places the bandaged hand on his chest, and pulls a blanket over himself. I stand in the doorway, looking at him. His eyes are almost closed.

“And what if you’re unconscious two hours from now?” I ask. “Then you won’t even hear your phone.”

“Oh yes,” he says drowsily. “Then I’m screwed. Oh well, nothing I can do about that.”

The bare lightbulb throws a pale light on his face. In one corner of the room is a cardboard box full of clothes. In the other is a stack of fifth-hand books.

I’m so tired that I’m almost falling over, but I need to think.

That mattress was probably already there when dinosaurs were roaming New York. God knows how filthy it is. God knows what could fall onto your face while you’re sleeping here. And God alone knows how many cockroaches there are … 

I want to turn around and race back down all those stairs. But if I can’t sleep for a few hours, soon I won’t be capable of doing anything at all. And there’s another thing. This stranger is on painkillers and beer, and he just fainted not so long ago. He could end up in a coma tonight.

I’m still hesitating. I weigh the cold against the bacteria. The sidewalk against a double mattress with a half-naked boy on it.

And then I think about my parents. I picture their faces. My dad with the wrinkles across his forehead like lines on a graph. My mom with her gray-green eyes that look straight through everyone and everything.

How about that? Those pathetic swamp dwellers think I’ve run away to Frankfurt, but I’m really in New York. This is most definitely a good thing.

But it could be even better.

They think that right now I’m safe inside Klara’s spotless little apartment. But one day I’ll tell them I spent my first night in New York lying next to a half-drunk, almost completely naked, blood-spattered boy on an ancient mattress in a moldy room in the middle of the city.

I’m looking forward to it already.
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When an unfamiliar ringtone wakes me up at three fifteen in the morning, I lie there, frozen.

I really did it. I stayed and I slept beside him. And no one in the world knows where I am. He could murder me and dissolve my body in hydrochloric acid without anyone noticing.

There are no curtains, so I can vaguely see him. The cell phone beside him is still ringing, but he’s just lying there, motionless.

I have to reach over him to grab the phone.

“Are you awake?” I whisper. He smells of beer. And coconut.

He mumbles something.

“Do you know what city we’re in?”

“New York,” he says hoarsely.

“What’s your name?”

“Jim.”

And suddenly he sits upright. “What the … ?” He stares at me.

“Sorry,” I whisper. “I stayed the night. I was going to tell you, but you were already asleep by then.”

“So you just lay down beside me in bed?” He shakes his head. “I could sue you for indecent assault.”

“I’ve still got all my clothes on!”

“But I don’t.” He lies back down. “Just make sure you stay on your own side. I don’t like girls in my bed.” And then he’s asleep again.

•   •   •

I’m boiling hot when I hear the alarm again two hours later. As soon as I turn it off, I hear him groaning.

“Jesus, this hurts.”

“Your four-fingered hand?”

“Like it’s exploding. And then imploding. And then bursting apart all over again. Seriously, I … ” He makes a noise that sounds a lot like a whimper.

“Didn’t the hospital give you any painkillers?” I ask quietly.

“God yes, and antibiotics! Cost a fucking fortune. But they said I couldn’t do without them.”

I feel dizzy when I stand up. I turn on the light, squint through my half-shut eyelids, and search the pockets of his leather jacket. I find two boxes of pills and read the instructions on the front.

“There’s some Coke on the floor in the corner,” he says gruffly.

I hand him the half-full bottle and an orange pill and try not to notice how good-looking he is. At school, the boys who look like that are the worst of all. And every single one of them is friends with Juno. Last week their posts online actually made me vomit.

•   •   •

“Jim!” I whisper two hours later. “How old are you?”

“Seventeen,” he mumbles without opening his eyes. “And it doesn’t matter what you say. If I want to move to New York, then I will. I don’t have to go to school. I hate it there.”

“I know what you mean,” I say.

He opens his eyes. “Jesus!” His blond hair is sticking to his forehead. “I thought you were my mom.”

It’s starting to get light outside. I can tell it’s already midday in the Netherlands, because I’m finding it harder to sleep. I was just dreaming about Jim. So it’s pretty weird to wake up and to still be lying in bed beside him.

He turns onto his back. “All those adults have made such a fucking mess of things. And now I’m supposed to go to school forever and ever so I can learn how to keep their fiasco going? Yeah, right!”

I don’t answer. I know all about fiascoes, but that doesn’t matter right now. I listen to his breathing, which slowly becomes deeper again.

When I was little, and Mom was away, I was allowed to sleep in the big bed with my dad. He didn’t like fairy tales, so before we went to sleep, he told me about things that were true. About the rings of Saturn. About air balloons, steam engines, and barometers. And about Benjamin Franklin, who flew a kite in a storm to catch the lightning.

•   •   •

Another hour later, I’m too hungry to keep sleeping. I get up and go looking for the bathroom. A shower’s not an option, not with how hairy and filthy it is, but the bandage on my hand really needs to be changed. It can’t wait any longer. With trembling hands, I clean the wound with disinfectant and two types of iodine.

In a way, I have to admit, the cut isn’t that bad. It’s not light-years deep. And it doesn’t really look inflamed either.

•   •   •

“Jim?”

He groans.

“I’m going to get breakfast. I’m taking your keys, okay?”

He doesn’t answer. I take that to mean, Great. How very kind and thoughtful!
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Slowly, I walk down the stairs. Just the act of lifting my legs, thinking, looking around—there’s something unreal about it all. My body is dirtier than it’s ever been. My last shower was thirty-three hours ago, and I spent the night in a human-size rats’ nest. But the situation is not entirely hopeless. Because I got through the darkness without the police. I haven’t been dissolved in hydrochloric acid. And for the first time in my life I slept next to a boy.

The boy in question was an almost unconscious, nine-fingered high-school dropout who could sue me today for sexual assault. But if I can forget about that for a moment, it’s going to make a great story for my friends.

That is, if I still have any friends. They didn’t send me any threats over the past few days, not like the others. But they didn’t do anything to help either.

•   •   •

As soon as I open the front door of Jim’s building, a cold wind blasts my face. Dark and pale gray clouds ripple across the morning sky. I button up my coat and look around. Where can I find food as quickly as possible?

Then I spot the girl.

She’s sitting on the steps in front of Seth’s door, exactly where I was sitting last night with my teeth chattering. There’s a chain around her neck, fastened to the stair railing with a shiny lock, and a piece of cardboard on the ground in front of her pink rain boots. I cross the street.
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I look silently at her. So this is Seth’s sister. Her eyes are the color of melted chocolate and she’s almost as skinny as her brother.

“Hey, I was just thinking,” she says, as if she’s known me for years. “Justin Bieber and James Bond and SpongeBob and God are all men.” She stops. “No, maybe SpongeBob isn’t quite a man … But he’s certainly a boy sponge. That’s not very fair, is it?”

Even though she’s chained up, she’s moving constantly. She twists the end of her dark braid around her finger, scuffs her pink boots across the ground, and I notice that her face can smile and look serious all at the same time.

“Would you like to be a man?” she asks.

“No,” I say immediately.

“Why not?”

“Men are dirty.”

She nods. “I get it. You’re gay. That’s okay. Same-sex marriage is allowed here in New York. Everything’s possible here.”

“No, I’m not a lesbian,” I say. “I just like things to be clean.”

She frowns. “So what are you going to do? You can’t get married to someone you think is dirty, can you? They’ll say to your husband, ‘You may now kiss the bride,’ and you’ll just go, ‘Eeeww!’ ”

“You’re right. That could be a problem.”

Before Abby’s had time to come up with a solution, the front door opens.

I know he lives here, of course, but it still feels weird to see Seth in the doorway again, the boy I spent so long waiting for last night.

He looks even more serious today than yesterday, but perhaps that’s because now I’m comparing him to Jim.

“Hey, Seth,” I say. I want him to think that it’s completely normal for me to be standing here on his steps whenever he opens the front door.

But he ignores me. He looks at the chain around Abby’s neck and, with one leap, he’s down the steps. His eyes fly across the sign at her feet. Without saying a word, he picks up the cardboard from the sidewalk and rips it into pieces.

“Hey, watch it!” yells Abby. “Remember the Constitution! The First Amendment says we can say and write whatever we want. We did it last week at school.”

But Seth is clearly not thinking about the Constitution. He grabs her arm and shakes it. “ ‘My brother’s keeping me prisoner’? Do you really want people to call the police? Then I’ll have to explain that Mom had to go to San Francisco and we’re alone all weekend. And then they’ll take you away.”

“Ouch, don’t tug at me!” she says angrily. “I’m all chained up. Can’t you see?”

“Then undo the lock!” He lets go of her arm and takes a step back. “Where’s the key?”

“I don’t have it,” says Abby. “I was going to swallow it, but I couldn’t get it to go down. So I threw it away.”

“You threw it away?” asks Seth. “What do you mean?”

“Oh, you know. I just threw it away,” she says. “Over there somewhere.” She waves her hand vaguely in the direction of the other side of the street.

I do my best not to laugh. As far as I’m concerned, eleven is actually a perfect age.

“I’ll help you look,” I say in a serious voice.

Seth and I cross the narrow street and silently begin our search operation.

“So how do you two know each other?” Abby calls from the stoop. She’s following our efforts with great interest.

As my eyes roam over the sidewalk and the road, I tell her about the room that didn’t exist.

“Seriously?” she asks. “And Seth just told you there are plenty of hotels around here?” She gives her brother a look of disgust. “Children aren’t allowed to rent hotel rooms—you know that, don’t you? I tried it when I ran away last year. And it didn’t work.”

He mumbles something.

“So where did you sleep last night?” Abby calls over to me.

I point at the off-white building. “Over there, at Jim’s. I met him on the street in the middle of the night. He’d been injured and I made sure he didn’t end up in a coma. But now I have to find somewhere else as soon as possible, because Jim has a bathroom full of bugs and a mattress stuffed with woolly mammoth hair.”

Seth looks at me for the first time today. “You slept in a strange guy’s bed last night?”

“Yeah. After you abandoned me on the street, it seemed like a pretty safe option.”

“But that’s perfect,” cries Abby. She’s dancing up and down on the sidewalk. The chain lies forgotten at her feet. “You can stay with us. Mom’s not here and her room is superclean.”

“You’re not chained up at all!” Seth stares at her.

She nods. “I only had one padlock. So I could fasten the chain to the stairs, but not around my neck.”
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I can see Seth doesn’t want me around, and that’s a pain.

“There’s no need, really,” I say. “I can sleep at Jim’s again.”

“Of course you can’t,” he snaps. “You’re staying with us. Didn’t you have a ridiculously huge suitcase with you yesterday?”

I don’t answer. He should try packing his entire life into a box. And last night I managed to drag that “ridiculously huge suitcase” up three steep flights of stairs all on my own. If you can carry a suitcase by yourself, it can’t be that big.

“I’ll be back in a minute,” I say.

I open Jim’s front door and head inside. But halfway up the first flight of stairs I stop. I turn around.

“Seriously?” I say. “You’re both coming up there with me?”

“I may be only eleven,” says Abby, “but it so happens that I like meeting new boys. Especially wounded ones.”

“What about you?” I ask Seth.

“Safety precaution,” he says.

As he stands there, with his skinny arms and serious eyes, part of me wants to laugh at him—and part of me doesn’t.

On the stairs, the paint is flaking off the walls and it smells like seaweed. I can hear people yelling on the second floor and there’s music thumping away on the floor above.

“He’s probably still asleep,” I whisper when we’re standing in front of the mint-green door. “It must have been a pretty serious injury. I don’t know what happened, but he’s only got nine fingers left.”

“Oh, that’s so supersad!” But Abby looks like she’s just heard it’s her birthday tomorrow. “How old is this Jim, by the way?”

“Seventeen.”

“Seth’s sixteen,” says Abby enthusiastically. She looks at her brother. “Mom’s always saying you don’t have enough friends, isn’t she? Maybe you can be friends with Jim!”

Seth glares at her but doesn’t say anything.

Cautiously, I open the door. A warm fug of sleepiness hits me in the face.

Jim is awake. He’s sitting up in bed with my suitcase next to him.

The suitcase is open.

All around Jim, on the filthy mattress and the poop-brown linoleum, my clothes lie scattered. My pale pink bra is on top of a clump of blond hair. My wonderful sleeping bag is covered in dust bunnies. Three pairs of underpants are strung beside a few moldy crusts in a pizza box and my favorite sweater is half across Jim’s hairy leg and half across a lump in the Cookie Monster.

I feel as if my head’s about to short-circuit.

“Ah,” says Jim. “So you’re back? I woke up and didn’t know what the hell was going on. You’d taken off with my keys, and just left that shitty suitcase behind.”

It’s like looking through a microscope. With absolute clarity, I can see my clothes lying on the floor. And everything else is black.

“How about we put everything back into the suitcase?” I hear Abby ask. “I’ll help.”

And that’s when I start screaming. I’m out of breath and completely hysterical. I can hear what I sound like, but there’s nothing I can do about it.

The same thing happened to my laptop once. I opened a new screen and, without me doing anything, the computer started opening screens too, all by itself. Dozens, hundreds of screens, appearing faster than I could click them shut, until my whole laptop was jammed and my dad had to take it back to the store.

Jim, Seth, and Abby stare at me in amazement, but no one takes me back to the store. My fingers are tingling and there’s sweat on my forehead. I know it’s all gone disastrously wrong, and I’m terrified of what’s going to happen next. Of how I’m going to feel. And what I’ll be thinking. In a few minutes’ time, I’m going to be sure I’m dying.

•   •   •

I don’t mean “dying” in a manner of speaking. Not in the sense of: “Whew! I’ve been running so fast, I think I’m going to die.” I mean literally. I’ll think I’m dying.

•   •   •

“What’s wrong with her?” I hear Abby ask in the distance.

“She’s losing it.” Jim sounds calm. “You can see that, can’t you?”

My chest hurts. My lungs are gasping for air.

This is the end.

“We have to do something,” Abby cries. “She’s really not okay.”

And then everything goes black.

“Jesus,” says Jim. “I’m going to call an ambulance.”

I’m never going to see my mom and dad again. I’m sure of it. I’m dying. And then, in the midst of all that blackness, I feel a calm arm around my shoulders.

“Come sit down.” Seth’s voice sounds very far away.

I don’t want to sit down, because I’m dying and there are hairs and crumbs and dead flies on the floor. But he pulls me down anyway. In the darkness I feel his hand on my back.

And then he starts talking to me. My lungs are hurting and my throat is burning and my mouth is dry and everything in my body is thumping and racing and rasping and I know for sure that it’s going to break. That I’m going to break.

But still I can hear him.

“You’re having a panic attack,” he says in a flat voice. “But it’ll soon be over. You’re coming to stay with us, remember? My mom’s bed isn’t stuffed with woolly mammoth hair. And we have furniture, like normal people. A table with chairs, three bookshelves, and a couch … ”

All I can hear is the sound of my own breathing. And his voice.

“We have a washing machine too. You can wash all your clothes at our place. And we can make breakfast for you. How do you like bagels with scrambled eggs?”

I can’t answer. But I want him to go on talking. And to stay beside me. So at least there’s someone with me when I break. I don’t want to die with no one noticing.

“Slowly … ” he says. “You have more than enough air.”

I cup my hands and hold them over my mouth.

“That’s right,” he says, and his voice is still flat and calm. Like he’s talking to an alien from outer space who’s just landed here. “You see? It’s getting better … ”

Gradually, my lungs calm down. My heart’s stopped pounding as if someone’s in pursuit. The short circuit is over.

•   •   •

I look down at the floor. I can see the others again, but I wish I couldn’t. I wipe my cheeks. Then, shakily, I get to my feet and start picking up my clothes. I need to get out of here as quickly as possible.
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I am sitting in a silver subway train and racing along beneath skyscrapers and parks. My long line of seats is staring straight at the row of people on the other side of the aisle, so I look down at my lap.

Reality once again consists of more than a pile of clothes on the floor. The microscope has vanished. I can see everything again, and now I’m as embarrassed as hell. I always am, after it’s happened. I’m not crazy. But I know how it looks to other people. I understand why Jim said I was losing it.

That doesn’t mean I understand Jim, though. What possessed the idiot to open up my suitcase like that? I don’t care if he looks like Brad Pitt at seventeen. He needs to keep his nine dirty, sticky fingers off of other people’s belongings.

•   •   •

I still haven’t said thank you to Seth.

As we walked out of the off-white building, I could tell he was expecting me to say thanks or something. But I couldn’t do it. All I could do was act like nothing had happened. It turned out that Seth was pretty good at that too.

They let me shower for as long as I wanted, but after twenty-three minutes, food became more important than getting clean. The bagel with scrambled eggs that Seth made for me was fantastic, but I didn’t even thank him for that. Because then it would have felt like I was thanking him for the other thing.

“And now I’m going to give you a tour of New York,” Abby called out just as I was swallowing my last bite.

Seth shook his head, though, and said she was grounded. Because of the chain and the padlock and the key she’d thrown away.

“But we can’t just let Emilia go wandering all over the city by herself!” Abby said indignantly. “She might almost die again.”

“I’m sure she’ll be fine,” said Seth. “And if anything does go wrong, there’ll be someone who knows what to do.”

“How exactly did you know what to do?” asked Abby.

“A girl in my class gets panic attacks,” he said. “She has to be brought back to life almost every day.”

During this conversation I was standing right next to them in the green-and-white kitchen, apparently invisible.

And all that time I was in their home—while Seth fetched a clean towel for me and made scrambled eggs and showed me how to use the washing machine—he didn’t look at me once. And his dirty hand didn’t come anywhere near my back again for even a second.

•   •   •

I get out at Seventy-Seventh Street, and as I come back up aboveground, it feels as if I’m in a different city. I look around, excited. Here on the Upper East Side is where the multimillionaires live. You can tell because of the buildings with the green canopies and uniformed doormen, and the blacked-out limos and the women with no wrinkles. A dog walker comes by with seven different kinds of dogs on seven tangled leashes, and everywhere I look there are babies in fancy strollers being pushed by women chattering in a flurry of foreign languages.

I look at the nannies’ faces. I listen to their accents. And as I cut across to Central Park, I think about three years ago.

When I came home from school one sunny day in September, my mom was lying on the floor of her studio among the brushes and turpentine. She couldn’t remember how to paint, she said. She just couldn’t do it. Her head was empty.

I instantly knew that it was my fault. And my dad’s. He’d recently been made school principal and I’d been at the school for just three weeks. We’d been too busy with our own stuff. And that wasn’t the agreement.

It’s crazy. I wasn’t there when the agreement was made. No one ever told me about it—but I’ve always known how our life works. For my mom, her paintings come first. And she comes first for me and my dad.

The three of us stumbled on for a month. My mom lay on the floor of her studio. My dad had migraines and had to cancel meeting after meeting. I skipped classes so I could go home and shower in the middle of the day.

And then we found Klara on the Internet. She lived in Germany and wanted to come to Amsterdam for a year before starting a degree in art history. I was twelve and thought I was too old for a nanny, but Klara wasn’t there just for me. She came for all of us, and she made sure our life didn’t fall apart. She taught me how to whistle with two fingers and how to make apple strudel; she explained how kissing works and played German rock music.

And she got my mom to stand up again.

•   •   •

The Metropolitan Museum of Art lies gleaming at the edge of the park. It’s just about the biggest museum in the world, and it looks like a temple. It’s white and vast, with columns and wide steps full of tourists. I listen carefully as I walk through the crowd. Before I can enter the temple, there’s one thing I need to do.

I stop beside a noisy family of Germans. I sit down about a meter away from them and take out my cell phone. My hands immediately start shaking. I’d rather lick an ice cream cone that Jim’s already licked. But if I don’t call my dad at this point, he’s going to contact the police.

He answers almost instantly. “Emilia!”

I hold my cell phone so that he can hear the Germans talking in the background.

“How are you?” He sounds nervous. “Was the train journey okay? Did Klara come fetch you from the station?”

“Alles ist wunderbar,” I say in German. “Fantastisch.”

It hurts to hate him. But I can’t help it.

“We need to talk,” he says. “I know you don’t want to hear about it, but I have to explain what happened. It’s absolutely essential that you listen to me.”

“Das ist absolut notwendig,” I say, quickly translating his last sentence into German. I don’t want to have to think.

“Stop being silly,” he yells.

“Silly? Christ!” I yell back at him. A few tourists look at me. “Why should I listen to you? Why should I listen to anything you say? Twitter and Facebook have been spouting crap about us for days. I’ve already heard way more than enough.”

“But that’s not the real story—you know that, don’t you? It’s all lies! You need to hear my side.”

“No, thank you.”

“Emilia, you’re fifteen! You can’t just disappear to another country. We’re worried about you. And we miss you.”

That swamp dweller just doesn’t get it. He thinks he can still play the loving father.

“Well, boohoo,” I shout. “But maybe you should have started worrying sooner. Before you destroyed my life, for example. Then half the Netherlands wouldn’t be wishing we were dead. And then I could have stayed at school.”

He’s silent for, like, three eons.

“I resigned yesterday,” he says. “Did you know that?”

No, I didn’t know that. I immediately put up a fence around it.

“I’ve got to go,” I say. “We’re about to eat.”

“I want to speak to Klara!”

“She’s in the shower. I haven’t told her what you did. I wanted to be someplace no one knows about it.”

“Emilia … ”

I cut my dad off and sit there on the cold steps for thirteen minutes, without moving. And then I head into the temple.
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The museum feels like an oasis. The floors are spotless and there’s not a trace of mold on the walls. It smells faintly of art, and the building is so huge that even when half the world is in here looking at the paintings, there are still some quiet galleries.

I wander past medieval altarpieces, faded tapestries, and Egyptian sphinxes. I’d hoped to be able to forget the real world here, just for a little while—but it doesn’t work.

I see a statue of a Greek god and it reminds me of Jim. I see a silver globe and I know that my dad would think it was “magnificent.” Every painting makes me think of my mom, of course. And I keep thinking about what I said to Abby: that men are dirty.

I basically grew up in museums and art galleries, so I’ve seen a lot of things. But wow, there’s a lot of naked skin on display here. Grown-ups act all mature and as if it doesn’t count—because, of course, it’s art—but the walls of this place are actually covered with porn.

It makes me pretty mad.

Nearly all the artists in the olden days were men. Did they really have to paint so many naked women? Are breasts really the most important parts of a person?

As I walk around the silent galleries, I realize I’m clenching my fists.

Stupid men. Dumb men. Sleazy, horny perverts.

Sorry.

But that’s the only conclusion I can reach. This is the abbreviated history of men: First they painted museums full of naked women. Then they invented the computer. And then they filled the Internet with porn.

I stare at the painting in front of me.

I don’t notice at first. But as soon as I see it, I turn around and walk away. Out of the gallery. And through another gallery. I can still see her in front of me, though. A young woman in pastel colors, looking back over her shoulder as she steps into the bath. Her blond hair ripples down her bare back and you can just catch a glimpse of one perfect breast.

I don’t know about the breast. But her smile is exactly the same as Juno’s.

•   •   •

The great glassed-in courtyard in the American Wing finally makes me forget everything for a few minutes. The white space has a wall of windows three stories high, and all those windows look out onto the fall colors of Central Park. The sun’s broken through the clouds, just for a moment, and the yellow and red and orange of the trees glows more brightly than paint ever could. The white hall sparkles.

I feel a bit nauseated, so I buy a bottle of Diet Coke at the museum café. The tourists at the tables around me sigh deeply as they study the map of the immense museum. I drink my Coke and try not to think about my dad not having a job anymore.

At the table next to mine are two American women who obviously don’t come from New York. They have Southern drawls and each of them is the size of three wide-screen TVs stacked together.

“I’m sure glad we didn’t go for that hotel downtown,” says the platinum blonde in a loud voice. “There’s no way it’s gonna flood where we are.”

“You think the subway will still be workin’?” asks the woman with red hair. “You heard anything about that?”

The blonde shakes her head and sighs dramatically. “Would you believe it? The one time we go to New York—and there’s a hurricane on the way!”

My glass of Coke stops in midair.

I look straight at the blonde woman. “A hurricane?”

“Didn’t you hear?” she exclaims. “It’s all they’re talkin’ about on TV.”

The redhead nods. “Hurricane Sandy’s on her way, darlin’. Half of Jamaica’s already lost power, somethin’ like fifty people have died in floods in Haiti, and Sandy caused havoc in the Bahamas yesterday.”

“And the day after tomorrow she’ll be in New York,” says the blonde. She stands and picks up her tray from the table. “Good luck, honey. Make sure you’ve got enough food at home!”

I sit there, frozen, at my table. I don’t panic, because I don’t believe a word of it. I watched ten whole seasons of Friends last year, when I was sick for weeks. And in all those old episodes there was never, ever one single hurricane in New York.

Calmly, I take out my phone. The museum has free Wi-Fi.

I Google “hurricane sandy.”

I read a few articles.

And then I start giggling. I can’t stop. I’m having an actual, genuine fit of the giggles. Because Hurricane Sandy exists. And she’s coming. There’s some uncertainty about her path. It’s possible that she’ll race past New York on Monday, instead of plowing right through the middle of the city.

But it’s true. There are hundreds and thousands of cities in the world. And I chose to run away to the city that’s going to be hit by a hurricane in two days’ time.

Of course, the giggling fit stops far too soon, and I can’t just stay sitting there in the museum. I can’t avoid reality any longer. I need to get to Seth and Abby. We have to prepare for a hurricane.
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Come to the horse in the middle of Union Square. Tonight we’re eating the best burritos in town!!!

Abby’s text message arrives as I’m walking from the museum to the subway. I take a look at the map. If I get off three stops earlier, I’ll be right at Union Square.

On vacations, my dad always retains absolute power over the map; every summer, I go running after him like a little sheep. But it turns out that I can actually do it myself. I can find my way from one place to another. I can explore a city all on my own.

•   •   •

Union Square is an island of trees and benches in a sea of traffic. Abby’s “horse” is a statue of George Washington—granted, on a horse. I stand beside it and quickly take out my cell phone to make myself look busy. When I’m holding my phone in my hand, it feels okay to look around.

I soon see them coming: Abby in her pink rain boots, Seth with a striped knit cap on his head. They both have intense brown eyes and determined expressions. The difference is that Abby looks like she’s off to save the world while Seth looks as if he’s preparing to face a long jail sentence.

“You’re never going to believe this,” I call out. “There’s a hurricane on the way!”

“Oh yeah. We know,” Abby calls back.

I stare at them. “Really? And you didn’t think to mention it?”

Seth shrugs. “It won’t be that bad. We have hundreds of TV channels here, so they have to exaggerate everything to make sure they have enough news. There was a hurricane last year too. The whole city prepared for a disaster and then hardly anything happened. Everyone was pretty disappointed.” He sighs. “Come on, let’s go.”

I don’t understand why he has to sigh so deeply and why he has to look like he’s locked in a cage. He’s out for a walk with his little sister and a girl he called “pretty” yesterday. And going out for a burrito on a Saturday evening can’t be so bad, right?

Soon, I find out the answer to that question myself.

If you don’t have much money but you’re really hungry, then on a cloudy Saturday evening there’s truly nothing better than eating a burrito at Dos Toros on Fourth Avenue.

Really. When I’m ninety and I’m in a retirement home, I’ll still remember that meal.

It’s warm inside the little restaurant. You have to pick up the food yourself; there’s a long line of hipster students waiting. The interior is extremely simple. Almost minimal. Wooden benches, wooden tables. No art on the wall, just a story about two brothers who came to New York and couldn’t find a good burrito anywhere. So they went into the burrito business themselves.

I don’t know if it’s the language or the city or my jet lag. At home I find restaurants’ stories about sustainability and local products and little in-jokes irritating and totally phony. But here it works. I really do believe that those two brothers are doing their utmost to make sure I get the very best of burritos.

And as I finally sink my teeth into a hot parcel of black beans, salsa, sour cream, grated cheese, guacamole, and intensely juicy, tender grilled steak, I know it’s true.

“Oh. My. God,” I say with my mouth full. “This is the best burrito in the world. Seriously. This steak is so incredibly tender. Oh, and the guacamole!”

For the first time, I see a big grin on Seth’s face. There’s salsa on his chin, but right now I can even handle that.

“We come here at least once a week,” he says. “We can’t go without it any longer.”

I look at Abby, who’s licking sour cream off her fingers. Then at her brother, who’s taking another bite. And I’m so jealous that it almost hurts. I want to eat here every week too.

I don’t want to just be on the run here for a while. I want to live here.

•   •   •

As soon as we’re back home, I put another load in the washing machine. I’m exhausted and I want to go to bed as soon as possible, but I hesitate when I see how disappointed Abby looks.

“What’s wrong?” I ask.

She twists the tip of her braid around her finger and doesn’t reply.

“Watch out!” Seth is sitting on the couch with his laptop. “She was digging around in the freezer this afternoon. I’m afraid she’s seen it in the movies: When girls are home alone, they have to do ‘girl things.’ Like painting their nails. And crying into ice cream cartons.”

“Not crying!” says Abby. “Just eating ice cream in front of the TV. I thought it’d be fun. I mean … ” She looks at me shyly. “We’ve got cookie dough … And we could wear our pajamas … ”

“Count me out,” Seth calls from the couch.

“Hey!” says Abby, glaring at her brother. “I’d rather be a boy too. But I’m a girl. And I don’t have a sister. And Mom’s always working.”

“Well, Mom has to earn enough money to take care of three people.”

“I know that!” She sighs. “I’m not a baby.” She walks off. “Forget about it. It’s not like I care.”

I look down at the floor. And then I go after her.

A quarter of an hour later, we’re sitting together, watching The Simpsons. Abby wanted both of us to eat out of one gigantic tub, but I couldn’t bring myself to do it.

“You think I’m gross,” she said miserably. Her eyelashes were still wet with tears.

“That’s not true!” I cried.

“Yes, it is. You don’t want my spoon to touch your ice cream.”

I sighed. “I’m sorry. It’s not you. I mean … Did you know there are more bacteria living in your mouth than there are people on the planet? You’ve actually got more than seven billion bacteria in your mouth!”

“Really?” She looked a bit happier again. “I’m going to tell my friends that.” She fetched two bowls from the cabinet. “So you wouldn’t eat from the same tub as your mom? Or your dad?”

“No one. I swear.”

When we sat down on the couch, Abby hesitated.

“Can my pajamas touch your pajamas? Or are there lots and lots of bacteria living on pajamas too?”

I didn’t ask when her pajamas were last washed. I just said it was okay.

So now she’s sitting ridiculously close to me, digging into her ice cream. I can see that Seth is secretly watching The Simpsons too, out of the corner of his eye.

“I’m pretending you’re my sister,” Abby whispers to me.

I don’t tell her that I’m doing the same.
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Six in the morning.

It’s dark outside and the city is finally quiet, but I’m wide-awake. I’m sitting at the computer in Seth and Abby and their absent mom’s chilly living room. My eyes are flying across the screen. My finger is clicking away like crazy. “Oh my God,” I whisper very quietly. “Oh my God!”

Dozens, hundreds of pages, full of news about Hurricane Sandy. Tomorrow evening or tomorrow night, she’s going to race across the city. Mayor Bloomberg is advising us to stock up on food. And bottles of water. And candles and matches and flashlights.

The weather sites explain that Sandy could be the worst storm in history. The hurricane that’s approaching from the south is going to collide, above our heads, with ice-cold air from the north and a winter storm from the west. And it’s also a full moon tomorrow. That means the water’s extra high and there’s an even greater chance of the city flooding.

I shiver. The lamp next to the computer throws a circle of light onto the keyboard, but the rest of the room is filled with shadows. When the wooden floor behind me creaks, it gives me the fright of my life. I turn around and see Seth standing in the middle of the room.

His hair is sticking up and he’s not wearing a T-shirt.

“Jet lag?” he asks with a voice that’s only just woken up.

I nod. He picks up his hoodie from the couch, walks to the open kitchen, and turns on the coffeemaker. Silently, he studies a newspaper on the counter. I wrap my robe more tightly around my bare legs, and suddenly I’m aware again just how strange it is that I’m here.

“Have you seen this?” I ask. He’s not looking, but I still point at the computer screen. “They’re shutting down the entire subway system tonight. As a safety precaution. And there are going to be shelters all over the city for people who have to be evacuated.”

He doesn’t reply, so I go on talking.

“Half of New York could flood. And there might be a power failure!”

Finally, he looks up. “And two airplanes can fly into two skyscrapers, fifteen minutes apart. But it doesn’t usually happen.”

It’s like someone double-clicked a file inside my brain.

I instantly see the pictures in my head. They could have come from a movie, but they’re real. A bright blue sky, two sunny white towers. An airplane crashing straight into the first tower. A ball of fire and black smoke, an airplane-shaped hole in the building. And then everything goes on repeat: another airplane. Another explosion. Another thousand deaths.

“Were you here?” I ask. “Were you living in New York on September eleventh?”

He nods. And then he sighs. “Coffee?”

No one’s ever asked me if I wanted something to drink in that kind of tone before. It’s practically screaming: I don’t want you in my home. If this hurricane weren’t on the way, you’d be out on the street.

“Yes, please,” I say politely. I still don’t like coffee, but that doesn’t matter. “So?” I ask. “Do you remember the attacks?”

“I remember what it smelled like.” He hands me a mug of inky black liquid and sits down next to his laptop on the couch. And then he suddenly shakes his head as if he’s made up his mind. “You know what? I’m not in the mood for this. I’ve had it with pretending nothing’s wrong.”

I don’t react.

“Don’t you see how weird this all is? You appear out of nowhere. First you spend a night in that guy Jim’s bed. Then you have a panic attack and you have to come wash all your clothes at our place. You jump at every sound and you look like it’s the end of the world—except for when we’re eating burritos, and then, for half an hour, we’re best buddies. But no matter what happens, we’re not allowed to ask you any questions. When Abby tried it yesterday, you totally froze.”

I can feel it happening again. What he calls “freezing.”

“Sorry,” I say stiffly.

He runs his hand through his dark hair. “It’s too bad I’m not nice, like Abby. But I had plans for this weekend. The website I’m working on has to be finished tomorrow. But then my little sister arranges to meet some psycho off the Internet, and we have to calm down Aunt Leah and so we stay overnight at her place, and then, to top it all off, you turn up … ”

I don’t answer and, after a while, he just shrugs. “Forget about it. It doesn’t matter.” He picks up his laptop and opens it.

I know exactly what he’s doing now. People are right to give up. To give up on me. But it’s not exactly fun.

Silently, I look down at my hands. At the white, split skin. At the cracks in my fingers and the rawness around my nails.

“Okay,” I say. “What do you want to know?”

He looks up.

“Simple.” His eyes are as black as the coffee. “What are you doing here?”

“I came to see New York.”

“But why are you here alone? Where are your mom and dad?”

“In Amsterdam.”

“Do they know you’re here?”

“No.”

It’s a while before he says anything else.

“Did you run away?” he asks finally. He sees me nod. “Why?”

“Do you really want to know?”

“Yes,” he says, and suddenly he’s the boy who sat beside me in the darkness again. The boy who made sure I didn’t die. “I really want to know.”

I can feel something resisting inside my stomach. It hurts, but I need to stop paying attention to it.

I’m standing on the highest diving board. And I’m about to jump.
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“Okay,” I say. I don’t look at him. And then I jump. “My totally messed-up father isn’t just my dad. He’s also my high-school principal.” I stop again. He was the principal, I keep forgetting about that. Now he isn’t anything.

“My school has a thousand students, so it’s not like I know everyone there. But there’s this one older girl who I do know. Everyone knows her. God knows why, because it’s not as if she’s funny or nice. But she is popular, and she always has been. You know, think of any high-school movie and imagine the prettiest cheerleader. Well, that’s Juno.”

Seth nods. “I can’t stand her already.”

Outside, New York stays silent as the earth slowly turns to the east. Hurricane Sandy is raging above the Atlantic right now. The city is waiting.

I clear my throat. “Juno’s mom—who, incidentally, is a woman who thought it was a great idea to name her daughter after the Roman goddess of marriage … Well, last Tuesday, that mom found sixty-seven text messages on Juno’s cell phone. The messages weren’t sent by her friends or her aunts or a guy she’d met on vacation, but by my father.”

“Jesus.”

I nod. “My dad, the school principal, sent sixty-seven text messages to a seventeen-year-old girl. He started in April and sent the last one on Monday.”

“What was he writing to her about for all those months?”

“You really want to know?”

Seth nods.

“Well, I don’t.” My hands are trembling. I clench my left hand, but I can’t feel the cut anymore. “It wasn’t just the messages either. They met up with each other. At a café. Can you picture it? My fifty-year-old dad in his scruffy sweater and corduroy pants. And Juno sitting there next to him. He says he was giving her extra math tutoring. And nothing else.”

“Do you believe him?”

“The whole thing makes me sick.” I shake my head. “So I don’t want to hear what that man has to say about his ‘side of the story.’ It just makes me want to puke.”

All the fences inside my head are flat on the ground. As I gaze out over the landscape, I feel sick.

For fifteen years I thought we were a family. But now I know that, all that time, my dad was just playacting. The thought of him sitting there for minutes—maybe even hours—with his cell phone in his hand, trying to decide what to say in his text messages. The thought of him looking at her for all those months. The thought of us sitting at home around the kitchen table and him thinking about her. It’s driving me crazy.

•   •   •

And there’s something else.

My mom spoke to me just once last week. Really spoke to me, I mean. And what she said was that I shouldn’t take it so hard. That men sometimes forget their good sense—and that’s just the way things are.

How messed up is that? My mom should be even more furious than me. She should be screaming and howling and threatening to leave my dad.

So why isn’t she?

•   •   •

“What happened next?” asks Seth.

“All hell broke loose.” I shrug. “I’m at the same school, and everyone knows I’m his daughter. Juno had kept it to herself for months, but as soon as her mom found the text messages, Juno told her best friend. Within a couple of hours, the whole school knew. And within a day, the whole country had heard the news. It was a nightmare.”

“I’m so sorry.”

He’s trying to comfort me, but I’m not done yet. I jumped off the diving board, but I still haven’t hit the water.

“You wanted to know, didn’t you?” I ask. “Why I ran away?”

He nods.

“Well, that’s just the half of it.”

The other half really should be easier to talk about. And yet I hesitate.

“Did your dad do something else?”

“No.” I pick up the pen from beside the keyboard and start scribbling on a yellow sticky note. “Other people did the rest. On the Internet. They heard about my dad and suddenly everyone had an opinion. They thought he was a sleazy asshole. Well, they’re right about that. But they didn’t stop there. Now they’re calling him a rapist. A pedophile. And they’re yelling that he should be sent to jail.”

I take a swig of the coffee, which is way too strong for me, and I start coughing. Seth waits until I can breathe again.

“You wouldn’t believe how disgusting people can be on the Internet. How cruel they are. Every hour there were more threats. I didn’t even know some of the words they were using. Really. I had no idea there were people out there who sit at their computers dreaming up so many different ways to kill someone.”

Seth looks down at his laptop and says nothing.

“They said they were going to come to our house. They wrote what they thought about my mom. And what they wanted to do to me. They were very clear about it. If our house went up in flames and we were burned alive, the world would be a better place.”

I keep trying to remember they’re only words. So far those people have done nothing. Not for real. Our house hasn’t been set on fire. My dad hasn’t been hanged. But still, those words mean something. Real, living people have written to say they wouldn’t care if I burned to death.

“Did you report it to the police?”

“Yes. They’re going to look into it. At least they said they were.” One last scribble. The yellow sticky note is totally black now.

I put down the pen and look at him. “I had to get out of there. I had no choice.”

He nods without saying anything.

I go on looking at him and suddenly wonder how many addresses there are in New York. Of all those millions of apartments, “Mr. Greenberg” picked Seth and Abby’s for his scam.

He couldn’t have made a better choice.
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I’ve come back to bed.

I had no idea what was supposed to happen next, with Seth in the living room. But I couldn’t just sit there as it got light outside, while he thought about the gaps in my story.

What was in those sixty-seven text messages.

How things started between Juno and my dad.

Where my mom is in all this.

What those men on Twitter wanted to do to me.

•   •   •

I’m lying in their mom’s bed, but I don’t close my eyes. A dark procession of Twitter handles is parading around inside my head. All those nicknames of people I don’t know, people who say they hate me and my family.

What good are words when they no longer mean anything? Where do you stand when someone writes: no wonder ur dad dont wanna fuck u. ur way 2 ugly—and the police just tell you to ignore it?
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“Where do you want to go?” says Abby in a serious voice. She’s wearing a yellow hat with an orange duck’s beak at the front. “Trader Joe’s is the best, but it’s also the farthest away. Kmart is cheap and it’s usually total chaos there. I know the whole family at the cute little Korean food store. And Whole Foods is expensive and snooty and superyummy.”

We’re standing on the street with four empty shopping bags. Seth thinks it’s dumb that I want to stock up on food, but I’ve told him I’ll pay for everything. I can withdraw cash again now, so that’s not a problem. All he has to provide is an empty kitchen cabinet.

“I’ll take Abby with me,” I whispered to him. “Then you’ll have some peace and quiet to work on your website.”

And he nodded. “Okay, then.”

Our six a.m. conversation has, without any discussion, been placed on the “this didn’t happen” list. Or maybe more like the “this almost didn’t happen” list.

But Seth’s stopped looking at me like he wishes I’d dissolve in hydrochloric acid.

And when he said it was okay for me to open a new jar of Nutella even though the old one wasn’t empty yet, I managed to say “thank you.”

•   •   •

“You choose,” I say to Abby. “I don’t know the stores anyway.”

She swings the shopping bags, looks up at the uniformly gray sky, and then starts laughing. “Let’s go to all four of them!”

On our way to the first store, I still think that I’m making a fuss, with all our bags and our serious plans. But three hours later, I know that half of New York—and I mean literally half of New York—is stocking up on groceries today because there’s a hurricane on the way.

I’ve never seen such long lines for the checkout before. They coil like snakes through the stores and never get any shorter. Some New Yorkers read a book while they’re waiting; others just grin and look around. At Trader Joe’s, a staff member is standing at the end of the snake with a big sign saying END OF LINE. Because otherwise you’d never believe a line could be that long.

I stand by the sign while Abby runs around fetching food. The “hurricane checklist” we picked up online is flapping in her hand. The power could fail, so we need to buy food that will keep without a refrigerator. Cans of soup, crackers, peanut butter, and also—it’s on the list, right there in black and white—“comfort food.” Food to make you feel better.

Abby and I both agree: Comfort food during a hurricane comes in big bags and crunches deliciously between your teeth. And it would seem that the rest of New York thinks the same, because the shelves of chips and snacks are almost empty.

Abby stares at them in horror. “I’ve never seen that before. The entire city’s going to run out of food!” She dashes for the last two bags of salty popcorn and clutches them in her arms.

“Soda!” I cry. “We need something sweet and fizzy.”

But Abby shakes her head. “We’ll have to go to Kmart for that. They’re way too green here for normal soda.”

“Sorry?”

“They think soda’s bad for us.”

It’s insane. On TV, I’ve seen hugely obese Americans who had to be hoisted out of their homes with cranes. But most New Yorkers seem to be really slim. You see gyms and yoga classes and runners wherever you go, and every meal tells you how many calories are in it.

“Look.” Abby picks up a tub of dark green flakes. KALE CHIPS, it says on the packaging. “If you really want to belong, this is what you snack on. Chips made from raw, organically grown, freeze-dried kale. Seven dollars a tub.”

“People are crazy.”

“Every year,” she says solemnly, “New York gets a different vegetable that’s hip. This year it’s kale. They mix raw kale in with salads too. And you can even buy tote bags with pictures of kale on them.”

“People really are crazy.”

“Not everyone. We don’t have enough money to be crazy. But some rich New Yorkers are totally nuts.”

•   •   •

Our final expedition takes us to Kmart. We stand in line to pay, with our four bottles of lethal soda. The line isn’t long this time, but the woman at the register is moving more slowly than any human being I’ve ever seen. Sometimes she gives a deep sigh and then rests her arms for a while beside her gigantic breasts. And then she continues, still in slow motion.

“By the way,” Abby says suddenly, “did you know Seth has been beaten up at school three times?”

“No,” I say. “I’ve only known him two days.”

“So? You can ask a lot of questions in two days.” She tugs the hat with the beak down over her ears. “Did Seth tell you what happened on Friday? Why he raced off to get me and left you standing on the sidewalk?”

I shake my head and she looks at me sternly.

“Do you want to know or don’t you care? Would you rather look at your phone, or at all those lists you have in your bag? I’ll just shut up, then.”

I swallow. “I’d like to know.”

“Okay. So … I’d arranged to meet someone on Friday.” She looks expectantly at me.

“Who?” I ask obediently.

She starts giggling. “A gentleman from a dating site.”

“Abby!”

“It wasn’t for me! Gross! The man was forty! He was for Mom.”

The line isn’t moving at all now. There’s something wrong with the cash register and we have to wait for the manager, who has a special key.

“You had a date for your mom?”

“Yes! Dad’s been dead for two years now and so … ” She stops.

“You don’t have to talk about it,” I say quickly. “If you don’t want to … ”

“Duh, but I do want to talk about it! The whole thing’s so dumb. Of course we all mega-miss him. More than mega. Supergigamega. But it’s like Seth and Mom are stuck in some kind of time capsule. They act like he died last week. Which isn’t true.”

I don’t say anything.

“And you know Seth builds websites as a part-time job? Well, recently he made this dating site. He showed me the home page, and I went back to take another look at it later. Girls can join for free, so I did. I put up a photo of Mom and she got responses right away. It was superfunny. Men are totally weird. But anyway, one man sent a nice email, so I made a date with him for Friday. To see if he might be good for Mom.”

“And?”

“Seth turned up before ‘talldarkandhandsome72’ got there. He’s so mean! If Mom never ever gets a boyfriend, then it’s all Seth’s fault.” Abby sighs. “But of course that’s exactly what he wants.”

“Do you really think so?”

She nods. “They want to stay together in that time capsule of theirs. And they don’t care that I’m not in there with them. They don’t even notice.”
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We get home with four seriously heavy bags of food. Abby starts unpacking and I dash straight to the computer. Of course, I have better things to do, but I still want to take a quick look and see what those horrible swamp people are up to. To see if my dad’s still an idiot. And if my mom’s found the time to get in touch.

I open my dad’s email, read the first couple of lines, and feel goose bumps on my arms.

“Emilia,” Abby calls from the kitchen. “If you don’t come quickly, I’m going to organize the kitchen cabinet without you!”

I stare at the screen. It’s too late for fences inside my head.

“I’m putting the cans of chili con carne in their place right now!” shouts Abby.

I stand up. It’s weird, but I can only think of one thing: I have to tell Seth. I walk to his room and knock on the door.

“Yeah?”

It’s the first time I’ve seen his room. It’s a small space with two computers, an overflowing toolbox, a tangle of colored electrical wires, and a model of a dinosaur. And then, above his bed, completely unexpectedly, a poster of one of Picasso’s paintings. A pale woman you can see in profile and from the front at the same time.

“What?” he asks.

He turns his desk chair to look at me. I feel like the woman in the poster. He’s not just looking at the face I can see in the mirror. Ever since this morning, he’s been able to see me from the side as well.

“My dad knows I’m in America!”

I notice that he stops breathing for a moment. My hands are tingling.

“He got suspicious after our conversation yesterday, so he did a bit of detective work. When he took a look at his credit card statements, my ticket to New York was on it, and now he says he’s taking the first plane here tomorrow morning. He’s told the police too. He says I’m not allowed to walk around the streets on my own for a second longer and that I have to report to a police station.”

I’m out of breath. This city was mine. I was safe here. And now I’m not.

“But you’re not on your own, are you?” says Seth. “You have us now.”

I look at his dark brown eyes and feel my heart beating just a fraction more calmly.

“I’ve found a place for the soup too,” Abby calls from the kitchen. “You’re missing all the excitement!”

“I can’t go back to the Netherlands,” I whisper urgently to Seth. “Not this soon. Everyone on the Internet’s still yelling way too loud.”

“Then don’t go to the police,” he says calmly. “Send your dad an email to say you’re safe and staying with sensible people, and then let’s hope Sandy takes care of the rest. So that he can’t fly.”

“But what about the police? He emailed my photograph to them. They’ll be looking for me.” My fingers twitch anxiously. “I’m going to have to disguise myself. It’s the only solution. I need another coat and I have to dye my hair.”

He raises his eyebrows. “Seriously? You want to dye your hair because the police are looking for you, even though an actual hurricane’s on the way? That is a total Abby plan!”

“But it could work.” I look at him pleadingly and after seven seconds he lowers his eyes.

“You can borrow a coat from my mom. But hair dye … ”

“We’ll buy some! Right now, before the stores close.”

“We?” he asks.

“Please? I don’t want to go on my own.”

And then Abby appears beside me.

“What have you two been up to all this time?” she asks indignantly. “I’ve already organized our entire kitchen cabinet!”

“We have to go out for a little while,” says Seth. “You’re staying home, okay? Mom’s going to call on Skype soon.”

“But I want to go with you,” she says. “It’s megafun outside. Just like when everyone’s doing Christmas shopping, but it’s hurricane shopping instead. I can talk to Mom later.” Seth looks at me. I don’t know why, but I don’t want Abby to come with us.

“We’re just going to buy some extra peanut butter,” I say.

“It’s going to be really boring,” says Seth.

Abby looks at the floor. “Well, if you don’t want me there … ” She looks forlorn. As if she’s not being allowed in the capsule again. I’m about to give in, but then Seth blurts out something.

“Emilia and I are going on a date. That’s why you can’t come.”

We both stare at him in amazement.

“Really?” asks Abby. “Did you really, actually ask her? And she doesn’t think you’re dirty?” She looks at me. “Emilia, are you going on a date with Seth?”

I know it’s not real. Of course I do. It’s just the only way in the world to keep Abby at home—that was very smart of Seth.

But still I feel like someone’s asked me out for the first time in my life.

I nod casually. “Yeah, we’re going on a date.”

“But what if he starts kissing you?” Abby cries out excitedly. “You’ll get seven billion of his bacteria in your mouth!”

I can’t help it. I shudder.
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“Do you often go out on dates?” I ask Seth as we walk together down Broadway.

He stops. “You do know this isn’t a date, right? I just said that to keep Abby home.”

“Yeah, like I didn’t get that already!” As I thrust my hands into my pockets, I feel my face turning red.

The sky above our heads is now the color of clay. There’s the occasional gust of wind and I immediately think: Are these the first tentacles of Sandy?

Lots of the old-fashioned buildings along this part of Broadway are at least ten stories high. Everywhere I look, I see wrought-iron curlicues and designs in the stone: lilies with long stems, owls, peacock feathers, and wavy lines. Of course I don’t mention that to Seth. I realized a long time ago that most fifteen-year-olds don’t know anything about Jugendstil and Art Deco. It’s no one else’s business that they’re my favorite decorative styles and that New York is full of them.

•   •   •

We stop in front of the wall of hair dyes at a huge drugstore. There are at least a hundred different kinds, and I have no idea which brand to choose. I haven’t even decided which color I want.

“No,” says Seth suddenly, his eyes wandering over the packaging, “I’ve never been on a date before. Why would I? Way too much hassle.”

“Exactly,” I say quickly. “Couldn’t agree more. A complete waste of time.”

“Do you know what color you want?”

I shake my head. He looks at my straight, light brown hair and frowns. “Not blond. That’s not you.”

“My mom has red hair. But I don’t think … ”

“Dark brown,” he says. “Really dark, so that it’s almost black. But not quite.”

“Like yours?”

He runs his fingers through his rough hair. “More like Abby’s. Glossy, I mean. And, um, a bit wavy.”

I sigh. “I don’t think a little dye is suddenly going to make my hair wavy.”

•   •   •

As we leave the drugstore, Seth stops. He looks up at the sky and then at the people walking by, huddled into their winter coats.

“Come on,” he says. “We’ll take the subway. I want to show you something. Anyway, once Abby and Mom get Skyping, they can’t stop.”

I hesitate. The longer I’m outside, the more chance I’ll be recognized by the police. I look at the plastic bag I’m holding, with the hair dye inside, and wonder if this is an Abby kind of plan. Maybe I’m worrying about nothing. But maybe not.

“Okay,” I say.

There are huge posters about Hurricane Sandy all over the subway station. Digital signs are warning that the last trains will leave the station at seven this evening.

“Poor tourists,” I say. “Just imagine choosing this week of all weeks to see New York … ”

As I say it, I realize that I’m actually one of those poor tourists.

When we come up aboveground from the South Ferry station, the wind’s blowing harder than before. We walk through a park, step over a line of sandbags, and then we’re standing by the water. Choppy gray waves with screeching seagulls above. On the left, an orange ferry sails by, and on the right … 

It feels as if my heart grows a little bigger for a moment.

There, in the hazy distance, is the Statue of Liberty.

The giant woman made of gray-green metal stands on her own island, a crown on her head and a burning torch in her right hand, triumphantly raised aloft. As if she’s just won some kind of contest.

“She was already there,” says Seth, “when my great-great-grandparents arrived on the boat. They’d been persecuted in Russia, so they immigrated to America.”

I feel a shiver run down my spine.

“Can you imagine what it must have been like?” he says. “There were no airplanes, so you had to travel by ship to America. You were at sea for, like, two weeks. Two weeks without land in sight, on the way to an unknown place. Movies didn’t exist back then, and you couldn’t just download a travel guide on your phone. Those people had absolutely no idea where they were going to end up. Then, after two weeks at sea, they sailed into the harbor of New York. And the first thing they saw was her.”

He points at the Statue of Liberty. Seagulls skim across the water. My hair blows into my eyes.

“Lady Liberty,” he says quietly. “All those Italians and Poles and Irish and Russians who were dreaming of becoming American saw her torch, high in the sky. They’d left behind their villages and families. Everything. Their entire lives. And then they started over again here.”

I look at the Statue of Liberty and try to imagine it. Not what it’s like to leave and then to email and call and send text messages every day. No. To leave and never hear anything else from each other for your entire life. Truly to start all over again.

Seth turns around. He leans with his back against the railing and looks at the gleaming skyscrapers around Wall Street, at the huge bronze eagle in the park nearby, and at the line of white sandbags on the waterfront walkway.

I don’t know how many people have ever seen New York like this. Gray, abandoned, with a helpless little line of sandbags in the foreground.

“You probably think it’s a load of crap,” he says. “The whole story about the land of the free. The American dream. When we wage war all over the world. When people have been imprisoned without trial at Guantánamo Bay for ten years.”

I shake my head. “No. Not at all. It’s not crap.”

“So what were you thinking about just then?” he asks. “You looked so … ”

“I was thinking about all those people. What it must have been like to arrive here a century ago. What New York looked like back then. And what you’d have done if you didn’t know anyone and had nowhere to sleep … ”

I don’t tell him what I thought after that.

That, if this really had been a first date, it would have been a pretty perfect one.
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“Hey, you guys!” calls Abby when we get home. “I just saved someone’s life!”

The living room smells like baked beans. The heating’s up high and there’s soft jazz music playing. And on the couch, under a flowery blanket, lies Jim.

Seriously. The nine-fingered movie star is back.

His eyes have a strange glint and his cheeks are red. Abby’s eyes are gleaming too. She’s put her hair up and she’s found a purple party dress to wear.

“Oh … my … God,” Seth says slowly. “You’ve gone crazy.”

Abby laughs. “You say that every day. So it can’t be true, can it? If I already went crazy yesterday, there’s no need to act all surprised about it today.”

I don’t say anything. I don’t want Jim to be lying there on the couch. I’m the one who’s staying with Seth and Abby. Not him. That guy is way too good-looking to be just lying around here. This is going to end badly.

“I went over there to check up on him, and it’s a good thing I did. He has a temperature,” says Abby. “I felt his forehead.” She looks at me. “I washed my hands after. With detergent.” She picks up a cell phone that I recognize as Jim’s. “And I’ve made a diagnosis. Those other doctors don’t have a clue. Jim still has all ten fingers. Take a look.”

She shows us an X-ray picture on the screen. A white-and-gray skeleton hand on a black background. Four intact fingers and one intact thumb, but there’s a line running through the index finger that stops just before the end of the bone.

“He was cutting meat with one of those scary machines. At the restaurant where he was working. And then he slipped. A little bit more and he really would have only nine fingers left.”

I sigh. I go out to take a quick look at the Statue of Liberty and suddenly this kid knows everything there is to know about Jim. Great. So he had all ten of his sticky fingers all over my clothes. That really doesn’t make it any better.

“Abby,” says Seth. “Hall. Now.”

He doesn’t look at me, but I follow them into the semidark hallway. There’s no way Jim can stay here; that seems perfectly clear to me. And the two of us together should be able to stand up to an eleven-year-old girl, shouldn’t we?

“Am I grounded again?” Abby asks happily as soon as the door to the living room is closed. “What a terrible punishment! Having to stay indoors during a hurricane!”

I look at that slender little girl, standing there defiantly with her chin in the air—and suddenly I understand what she’s up to. She’s trying to break open the capsule. Her mom and Seth have to come out of their isolation. All she cares about is making the two of them wake up.

“That guy,” Seth whispers, “could be a murderer. Jesus, Abby, I can’t believe you went over there to see him!”

“Your date was going on forever. So I thought: I’ll just go take a look and see if Jim’s still as handsome.”

“You could have seen that at his place, couldn’t you?” I whisper. “You didn’t have to bring him home with you!”

“I most certainly did! He has a temperature. He keeps forgetting to take his medicine, and all he has in his room is Coke and a few cookies. I couldn’t just leave him there, could I? There’s a hurricane on the way!”

Seth’s face is thunderous. “What do you think Mom’s going to say tomorrow, when she gets home?”

“But Mom’s not coming home tomorrow! Her flight’s been canceled; she just told me.”

I instantly think of my dad. And of the bed, which is now mine for one more night.

“Seriously,” says Abby. “Jim has nowhere else to go. His family lives in Detroit, he’s been fired from that restaurant because he can’t work now, and he has no friends in New York.” She looks at me. “You’re allowed to stay here, aren’t you? And you have an actual bed to sleep in. Jim has to sleep on the couch. We’re running our own hurricane shelter right here. It’s going to be fun!”

I look at the floor, because I still don’t want to be in the same apartment as Jim. I don’t know what to do when he looks at me. And he reminds me of Juno’s friends. But there’s absolutely nothing I can do about it. I get that now.

“Well, I’m not going to speak to him,” mutters Seth. “He can stay until Sandy’s over, but I don’t want anything to do with him.”

“And he has to stay away from my clothes,” I say.

“Fine by me,” says Abby chirpily. “Finally, I’ll have someone all to myself. That’s even better than a dachshund.” She looks at me. “And it’s better than a sister too.”

•   •   •

Suddenly, everything is different inside our hurricane shelter.

I watch in silence as Jim drinks a cup of chamomile tea. As Abby plumps up the cushions. As Jim runs his feverish fingers through his hair. I really don’t want to, but when there’s a movie star lying on the couch, you can’t help but look.

The movie star turns his head three centimeters to the left. “So you’re obviously still in school … ” he says to Abby.

She nods and beams at him. “I’m the best at spelling in the whole class.”

He sighs. “You know, everyone should quit school as soon as they get the chance. The world is going to the dogs, and what is America teaching its children? That you have to make a career for yourself and earn as much money as possible.”

Abby looks serious. “Really? You think I should quit school?”

“Of course he doesn’t!” Seth yells from the kitchen.

Jim shrugs. “All those bankers who caused the financial crisis went to school. President Bush went to school … ”

“Everyone went to school,” says Seth. “What’s your point?”

But Jim isn’t listening. He’s looking at Abby and talking about all the terrible things they teach you at school. I bite my lip. It’s like I don’t even exist.

Jim doesn’t ask how I’m doing now. He doesn’t want to know where I’m actually from. And of course he still hasn’t apologized about my suitcase.

I get up. “I’m going to go dye my hair.”

He doesn’t even hear me.

•   •   •

Wearing nothing but a pair of underpants, I stand in front of the mirror in the bathroom. I put on rubber gloves and wrap the oldest of the five towels I had in my suitcase around my shoulders. Carefully, I mix the dye. As I shake the bottle, I think about those people who came to New York a century ago.

Two hours later, I finally dare to come out of the bathroom. On a scale that includes hurricanes and death threats, the color of your hair doesn’t really register. But still I feel nervous.

Jim hasn’t moved from the couch. He’s gesturing violently with the hand that’s not bandaged.

“… like I ever voted for fucking capitalism! And now with this economic crisis … ”

Abby is sitting in a chair opposite him. She looks like she’s in a movie theater, watching a movie that she doesn’t quite understand but still thinks is great. Seth has put his laptop on the kitchen counter and is watching the scene with simmering rage.

And then Jim stops talking and they all look at me. It feels like I just got off the boat. I’m stepping onto the waterfront and America is seeing me for the first time.

“Is it dumb?” I ask. “It looks weird, doesn’t it?”

Seth slowly shakes his head. “I … ”

“It’s fabulous!” Abby yells excitedly. “Your eyes are kind of glowing.”

“You should be careful,” says Jim. “If you go out looking like that, everyone will be asking if you want to be a model.”

“Don’t be silly!” I try to sound cool.

He tilts his head and looks at me. But before he can say anything else, Abby starts rattling away again.

“They should ask you to be a model, Jim.”

Jim shrugs. “They do.”

“Really? And?”

“I think it’s really fucked up, the amount of money that companies spend on advertising campaigns. And then they want me to pose in some tailor-made suit, or with a cell phone that no one really needs? No way.”

“Not even if you can make loads of money doing it?” I ask.

He shakes his head. “That,” he says, suddenly looking very serious, “is exactly what’s wrong with the world. People doing things they don’t really want to do, just because someone gives them loads of money to do it. Selling drugs. Making banks go bust. Prostituting themselves. I don’t think anyone would do that stuff just for the sake of it. But they will do it for money.”

The three of us stare at him. Seth is frowning. Abby still looks as if she’s sitting in the movie theater. And me? I feel a little short of breath.

Jim nods. “I have a theory … ”

“How about butternut squash soup this evening?” says Seth, cutting him off. “We’ve got some in the freezer downstairs. Emilia, do you want to see the basement?”

“Of course she doesn’t want to see the basement!” snaps Jim. “Why would she want to do that?”

“Emilia?” asks Seth.

They both look at me. And they wait. Even Abby is quiet.

I can feel my heart pounding weirdly. Of course they’re not really interested in me—I get that. They’re just dumb adolescent boys who have to turn everything into a competition. Jim hardly even looked at me before Seth offered to show me the basement. And Seth never asked if I wanted to see the basement until Jim got here.

“Okay,” I say, “show me this basement.”

Seth looks triumphant, but he shouldn’t think he’s won. It just so happens that there’s one thing I’d rather do now than listen to Jim. And that one thing is to talk about him.

Together we walk downstairs, past an old-fashioned balustrade with curls of metal. There’s a smudge of hair dye on my wrist that will probably never come off, but oddly enough I’m not that bothered about it.

We stop at the door to the shared basement. Seth looks at me.

“This building,” he says, “was constructed in … ”

“Jim is so different than I thought,” I whisper. “When you look at him, you think: That guy must be so superficial. But he really thinks about what’s going on in the world! Don’t you think it’s cool that he doesn’t want to be a model?”

“Nope,” says Seth. “Whenever anyone asks me to be a model, I say no too. It’s really nothing special.”

“Seth!” I sigh. “Don’t be so childish.”

“I’m not being childish,” he whispers angrily. “Believe me. If I were Jim, I’d kill myself. There are guys like that who ruin every school. They think they can do whatever they like and that it’s perfectly natural for the world to fall at their feet. Just imagine Jim was at your school. Who do you think he’d be hanging out with?”

I don’t have to think too hard.

“Yeah. Juno,” he spits. “If she’s the captain of the cheerleading squad in a movie, then Jim’s her boyfriend. He’s that kind of guy. An asshole.”

“That’s not true!” I’m still feeling a bit short of breath. “I thought the same at first. But all that stuff in the movies—it’s not true. Because Juno, the most popular girl in school, doesn’t have a good-looking boyfriend in real life. No, in real life she meets up in secret with my dad. And it turns out that Jim, who looks like a movie star, is thinking about a solution for the financial crisis … ”

Seth just looks at me. Not as if I’ve just arrived on the boat, but as if I’m leaving.

“Why are you looking at me like that?”

“Like you care.” He pulls open the heavy basement door and walks down the stairs. “I’ll talk to you again in ten years,” he calls up from below. “When Jim’s still a loser without a high-school diploma. And I’ve just made my first million.”

“Idiot!” I call after him. “You really don’t get it. It’s not about how much money you have.”

“Ha!” His laughter echoes. “You can think that as long as you have enough. As long as you can use your dad’s credit card to run away from him.”

And then the door closes behind him.
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Monday morning. The sun’s only just come up, but we’re ready and waiting for the storm. We’ve showered and had breakfast and brushed our teeth, and now we can’t think of anything else to do.

This is insane. Here we are in our hurricane shelter, waiting for a storm that’s “most likely” going to tear across the city. Along with eight million other people, we’re watching the hurricane’s every move. No one knows exactly what’s going to happen. Maybe Sandy will swerve around New York and everything will be fine. But maybe half the city will end up in ruins.

Gray drizzle is falling outside. A strong wind’s blowing, but I wouldn’t call it a storm yet. Seth and Abby’s mom is stuck in San Francisco, and now I know for sure that my dad hasn’t been able to get a flight today. He’ll have to wait, just like us.

The pathetic jerk’s emailing me every hour now to ask how I’m doing, and I send him a short and carefully considered reply every three hours. Even the famous artist Nora Quinn has taken the time to send a message to her daughter before the deluge descends. She didn’t write a single word about last week. Nothing about Juno. Nothing about the people who want to hang, draw, and quarter us, or the ones who want to rape us. She just told me that when she was twenty, back before she became scared of flying, she once went to New York. And that if I get the chance, I should definitely go see the Frick Collection. It’s the most beautiful art museum in the whole city.

•   •   •

In the early afternoon, Abby and I go outside, because sitting around inside the apartment is driving us crazy. Nothing’s happened yet, but New York is already a ghost town. It’s like some deadly virus has hit the city, and we’re the only two survivors.

Everything is closed: stores, restaurants, schools. The hospitals are the only places that are still open. There’s hardly any traffic. Very occasionally, a wet cyclist rides by or we see someone dash outside to walk their dog.

“So what are you going to wear on Wednesday?” asks Abby as we go past a dark store full of Halloween costumes.

“I’m Dutch,” I say, peering at the cobwebs and skeletons in the window display. “I don’t do Halloween.”

“Really? I’m going as a megascary zombie.” She pulls off her yellow hat and lets the wind blow through her hair. “All the other girls have sexy costumes, but that’s just dumb. Like monsters and witches would ever wear miniskirts and curl their hair. Monsters don’t even have hair. Monsters have slime.” And then she stops walking and turns to look at me. “Hey, do you think Jim likes sexy witches?”

I can’t help laughing. “I’m sure Jim thinks sexy witches are ‘corrupt and capitalist’ in these times of economic crisis.”

She looks puzzled.

“No,” I say. “I don’t think he likes sexy witches.”

All the same, though, I wonder if Abby’s mom might have some clothes I could borrow for a costume. Not really sexy clothes, of course. But not unsexy either. As sexy as is kind of believable for a witch.

•   •   •

When we get home, cold and wet, I discover that there’s one place in the world that’s weirder than the abandoned streets of New York—and that’s the living room in our hurricane shelter. There are too few people out on the streets today, but inside the apartment there are obviously too many.

Seth has pulled his hood down over his head and is refusing to talk to Jim. Whereas I am saying as little as possible to Seth, because I think he’s being childish. Abby’s changed her clothes in the meantime and is now wearing a sky-blue party dress with patent leather shoes, and Jim is blissfully smiling at everyone. His fever’s gone, and he and Abby have gone through two bags of tortilla chips.

Outside, the heart trees are waving their colorful arms, and Sandy’s getting closer and closer as we watch her “live” out the window, but we’re also following her on TV and on the computer and on our phones. The local networks have reporters in raincoats on standby throughout New York. The news keeps switching to them, but there’s nothing to report. Every hour, they get colder and wetter and, every hour, they repeat that Sandy really is almost here now. But not quite … 

Even the news sites in Holland are telling me how we’re all doing over here. It’s making my head spin. Far away, back at home, they’re calling Sandy a “devastating superstorm.” They say America is “trembling and quaking,” and they’re predicting dozens of deaths.

I can feel goose bumps on my arms beneath my sweater.

I look at Seth. I want to ask him if I should be frightened. Abby’s just a kid, and all Jim ever talks about is the financial crisis. If anyone can tell me if we’re really in danger, it’s Seth. But he doesn’t look up. He’s slouched over the counter, frowning as he rips a yellow sticky note to pieces. I suddenly realize it’s my sticky note. The one I scribbled all over in black.

•   •   •

By the end of the afternoon, the trees in front of the window are whipping back and forth, faster and faster. It’s almost dark now, and the rain’s pouring down. On the TV, Mayor Bloomberg advises us to close our curtains and blinds so the glass won’t go flying across the room if the windows are blown in.

“I hadn’t even thought about that,” says Abby. She looks worried.

Seth lets down the blind. I’m secretly glad we don’t have to look at those cold, reflective rectangles anymore.

The mayor announces that the schools will have to remain closed tomorrow. He repeats that it’s not only people who are welcome at the emergency shelters, but also pets, and we see pictures of a scared-looking cat and a yellow dog pooping on the floor of a school gym.

Gravely, Mayor Bloomberg announces that lots of people have refused to leave their homes, even though they’re in danger. He says they’re being very selfish. If they have to be rescued by the fire department, they’ll have knowingly put those firefighters’ lives at risk.

“If you are in your home, or somewhere safe where you can remain—stay there,” he says ominously. “The time for relocation or evacuation is over.”

I feel a chill at the back of my neck.

Sitting in silence, we watch the reporters in their raincoats, who finally have some news. The rivers to our left and our right have risen and are beginning to wash over the edges of Manhattan. I spot the waterfront where Seth and I stood and looked at the Statue of Liberty only yesterday. Right where we were standing, it’s now flooded. The water isn’t over the sandbags yet, but the soaking-wet reporter is yelling into his microphone that he’s been told to leave the waterfront. It’s getting too dangerous.

I walk to the window and lift the blind. The rain’s coming down in giant sheets of water that blow horizontally in the wind, slapping the windows, as if we’re driving through a car wash. You can hardly see the streetlights now, and the branches of the heart trees are whipping wildly about.

I keep thinking: The wind can’t blow any harder. It’s impossible. Any harder and it’ll tear the houses from the ground. But Sandy just keeps blasting away, harder and harder.

Now I can see the hurricane for myself and hear her hysterical shrieks. She howls around the buildings, pulling so furiously at the windows that I let go of the blind and back away. Suddenly, I can imagine how air really is capable of breaking glass.

We’ve abandoned the snacks. Sometimes comfort food is too distracting. We watch the TV and listen to the wind. Abby’s been sitting with Jim for a while now, and I quietly go sit beside her. Seth stops what he was doing at the counter and comes to join us on the couch. We know the worst is still to come. That’s what the newscasters keep telling us. And that’s what we can hear outside. Every crack of the whip is a little louder. Every punch of the storm hits a little harder.

Then the lights begin to flicker.

I hold my breath and I feel Abby stiffen next to me. But before anyone can say anything, it’s already over and the lights are on again, as if everything’s fine.

“What was that?” whispers Abby. “Why did that happen?”

No one answers her.

The voices on the TV get louder and shriller. The waiting’s over. The hurricane’s right above our heads now. In the borough of Queens, some way to the east of where we are, the first death has occurred: A tree crushed a house, along with the man inside. I actually gasp. “The first death”—as if they’re sure there’ll be more.

Then the lights flicker again.

For two seconds, it’s dark. The TV screen goes black and the computer switches itself off.

My heart seems to stop along with them.

And then suddenly the lights are back on, nice and steady, with no flickering at all.

“This is kind of eerie,” says Jim.

“But I don’t understand how it’s happening,” Abby squeaks. “The way the power’s going off, and then back on again. That means it must be okay. It can’t actually be, like, really broken, can it? But then why were the lights flickering? I don’t get it.”

As Seth turns the computer and the TV back on, we listen to Sandy howling. She pulls on the walls and thumps at the windows. The rain beats hard against the glass as the TV shows us that more and more parts of the city are now underwater. I hear a crash outside and, moments later, the wail of a siren.

I move closer to Abby and look up at the lamp above the counter. Suddenly, I can’t breathe. The lamp—it’s one of those glass shades on a long cord—is slowly swinging back and forth.

That’s impossible, I tell myself. The wind isn’t blowing inside the building. The door’s locked, and all the windows are closed. So how come the lamp’s swaying? And then I realize.

It’s not the lamp that’s moving. It’s the building.

The lamp is hanging perfectly still above the counter, but our building is gently moving.

I want to point and scream that bricks and concrete aren’t allowed to sway in the wind, but I can’t make a sound. All the noise in the world belongs to Sandy right now.

And then, without any warning, without a bang, without a flicker, everything goes dark.

And it stays dark.
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For thirty seconds, we wait in silence.

We hear glass breaking somewhere in the distance. Sirens howl. And it stays dark. Darker than it’s ever been this century. Not even a standby light on the TV. The letters of every digital display have gone out.

“It’s not coming back on.” Abby’s voice is trembling. “What … ”

Then she gasps because suddenly something is giving off light. Seth’s turned on the screen of his cell phone. He walks over to the window to take a look outside.

“Jesus,” he says. “The whole street’s in darkness. I can’t see anything at all—not even any buildings in the distance. There’s a whole gigantic area without power!”

I feel my way toward him and look out. The stormy sky is just a shade less black than the buildings. Sandy doesn’t care that we have no light. She roars on relentlessly, pushing and pulling at the windows. The glass bulges for a moment and then, with the next gust of wind, it hollows.

Seth and I let go of the blind at the same moment.

Think about it. If the window breaks while you’re looking outside, shards of glass will go blasting into your face. And what do you do if you get seriously injured during a hurricane? Can ambulances keep driving in a storm like this? Is it dark in the hospitals now too?

“Fuck.” Jim’s cell is lighting up his face from below. “The Internet’s down and I don’t even have a signal. In the middle of Manhattan. Unbelievable.”

“Seriously?” asks Abby. “I’ve never been without a signal, not in my entire life!” She looks at her phone. “And I’ve only got a little bit of battery left … That’s what the mayor should have said: People of New York, charge your cell phones before it’s too late!”

I stand still in the middle of the room. I can feel the darkness now. It’s gently pushing against my skin from every direction. I breathe it in.

I feel like one of those really dumb farmer’s sons in a fairy tale. The kind who’s told he can make a wish, and then wishes something stupid that turns into a complete disaster.

There you go, the universe is saying to me. This is what you wanted. A city without the Internet. Without Twitter threats and without obscene text messages.

“This can’t go on for long, can it?” I ask in a strange, unsteady voice. “We had a power failure at home in the Netherlands once. They fixed it within two hours. And this is New York!”

“Exactly,” says Jim. “This is New York.”

There’s a moment of silence.

“What do you mean by that?” I ask him. Because his voice sounded a little strange too. “It’s good that this is New York, isn’t it? We’re close to Wall Street, and all those banks really can’t go without power. They’ll just call in, like, a couple thousand people to repair things, won’t they? So we’ll have the lights back on as normal, right?”

“That sounds pretty optimistic to me,” says Jim. “This could easily go on for days.”

I almost choke in the darkness. “Days? Days without light and without a cell phone signal? Days just to solder a few wires together?”

“Look.” Jim sounds calm. “America is … ”

“Christ!” Seth explodes. “We don’t need to hear some theory or other. Let’s just hope they can repair it quickly. Whatever it is that’s broken.”

I want to yell: Why don’t you just Google it to find out what’s going on! But of course that’s not possible.

This powerless, trapped feeling is something I’ve had only during exams. When you know all you have to rely on is your own brain. That there’s no new information coming. That this is it.

And then I think of something else. I haven’t answered my dad’s messages for hours. I was going to email him one more time before going to bed. But now he’s not going to hear anything from me at all.

I hate him with every cell in my body, but the thought of him sitting there in the Netherlands in the middle of the night, waiting for news from me, makes me dizzy. I haven’t told him where I’m staying, so he has no idea what’s happening to me. He doesn’t know if I’m without electricity or if I’ve been swept away by a tidal wave and am lying on the bottom of the East River.

It’s what he deserves, I say to myself. Let him worry. But the dizziness doesn’t go away.

“I thought there were candles in here,” Seth calls irritably from the other side of the room. “Abby, do you know where Mom put the things?”

She shakes her head and we look at each other by the light of two phones. We’ve been waiting for this all day. And all that time, we didn’t get any candles ready. To be honest, I simply didn’t believe it could happen. That here, at the center of the world, the power could fail.

Seth returns from the worst of the darkness and drops down into a chair.

“It’s a good thing I just filled up the bathtub.” He wipes his forehead. “At least that’s something.”

“It’s the power that’s out,” I say impatiently. “That’s not the same thing as the water.”

He looks at me. “Do you really think so?”

I wave my arms around. “Duh! Look, no light! That’s the problem.”

“So why did you and Abby buy bottles of mineral water?”

“Just because. Because it was on the checklist. To be prepared for a hurricane.”

I suddenly realize that I really did buy the water “just because.” Because it was on the list. And that I didn’t stop to think about why Americans think you might need water in your perfectly stocked kitchen cabinet during a power failure.

“The water here,” says Seth, “is pumped up to the higher stories by electric pumps. So no power means no water.”

“I don’t believe it.” I head straight to the kitchen. I just don’t want to believe it.

“Wait!” calls Jim. “Put a pan under the faucet before you turn on the water. There’s always some water left in the pipes. We can use it.”

I look for a pan. My hands are shaking. No water—that doesn’t only mean nothing to drink. It also means no shower. No water to flush the toilet. No water to wash your hands.

Abby stands beside me as I turn on the faucet. At first I think: See! Those dumb boys don’t know anything! We still have water. But the flow thins. Soon it’s just a drip. And then it stops.

By the light of my cell phone, I look at the empty faucet. I can feel the bacteria dancing over my hands. Cheering, because the universe has also made their dearest wish come true.

I bite my lip and I feel the world wobble. Why didn’t I take another shower an hour ago, just to be on the safe side? Why didn’t I wonder sooner why on earth I was buying bottles of water?

“Are you okay?” whispers Abby. She turns her cell on again. “Are you scared of the dark?”

“No,” I say hoarsely, “the darkness isn’t the problem.”

I think of the nights when Dad and I climbed up onto our roof with our telescope. He told me about comets and taught me how to calculate in light-years—quietly, so we wouldn’t disturb the neighbors. Up there on the roof, I discovered that you can actually see more in the dark, not less.

I stare at the faucet, which is gleaming by the dim light of Abby’s cell phone, and attempt to breathe calmly. I try to come up with some kind of story to calm myself, a reason why it’s not all so bad. But it doesn’t work. Days without a shower—no story’s good enough to cope with that.

“Oh,” says Abby. “I get it!” She looks at me seriously. “Okay, so there’s no water for now. But you still have your wipes, don’t you?”

I don’t reply.

“Emilia!” she says sternly. “How many packages of those things do you have in your suitcase?”

“Four,” I whisper. “And I bought another three yesterday.”

She nods. “So you can use an entire pack every day, for a whole week. Seriously, you’re going to stay superclean.”

I’m still looking at the empty faucet.

“Just think about it,” whispers Abby. “This is an adventure. A real adventure. Normally, you have to try really hard to find some excitement, but now it’s happening all by itself !”

There’s a dull thud somewhere outside.

“Emilia?” she asks quickly. “Can I sleep in your bed tonight?”

I look at her and know that I can’t refuse. If her mom had been here, then of course Abby would have been allowed to sleep in the big bed. But without power and without water, the washing machine won’t work either. And you can’t clean sheets with disinfectant wipes.

From now on everything’s just going to get dirtier and dirtier.

“Yo!” Jim calls from the couch. “Are you guys holding a funeral service for that faucet? What are you doing over there?”

Abby skips back to the living room. “I get to sleep in the same bed as Emilia tonight!”

He laughs. “I already got to sleep next to Emilia on Friday.”

“Does she snore?”

“No, but she does talk in her sleep. I couldn’t understand what she was saying, though, because it was in that weird language of hers. Oh, and if you don’t watch out, she snuggles up to you.”

Seth gives something hard a kick. “I can’t find any candles anywhere! And I don’t want to drain my cell phone battery this evening. I’m going to bed. Then at least the dark will be normal.”

“Wait,” cries Abby. “Jim needs to take his antibiotics!”

He can take his pills without an audience, of course. But still Seth and I stand and watch. We watch Abby walk to the kitchen with her illuminated phone. We watch her take water from our supplies.

“The first bottle,” she says solemnly. She unscrews the top and pours out half a glass.

“How many bottles did you actually buy?” asks Jim.

“Six,” I say. I don’t look at their faces. “Six times one and a half liters.”

That’s nine liters of water. For four people.

For days and days, if Jim’s right.

I want to scream, but I hold it in. I dig my nails into my palms and listen to Sandy. Today, she does all of my gasping and wailing and screaming for me.
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In the middle of the night, I awake with a start. Maybe another window broke somewhere. Maybe a tree fell. Abby’s dark hair beside me is perfectly still. I pull my sleeping bag up over my nose and listen to Sandy. When there’s a storm, you have to count the seconds between the thunder and lightning to work out how far away it is. But Sandy’s raging on without stopping.

I have no idea how the rest of New York is doing right now. All over the world, people know more about it than we do. I wonder if my dad’s still sitting at his computer. If he’s read anything about the “first death.” And then I wonder if he’s been in touch with Juno since Tuesday, and suddenly I don’t give a damn.

It’s a strange thought that light isn’t even an option right now. That I’m not lying here in the darkness because I want to, but because I have no choice. I hear sirens howling outside.

And then suddenly I sit up straight.

I don’t know where my passport is. I thought it was too dangerous to leave it in my bag, but now I’ve forgotten where I hid it.

I crawl out of my sleeping bag, pick up my cell phone, and start looking. I know exactly which places I considered as hiding places. But I don’t have the faintest idea which one I finally chose. Heart pounding, I drag my suitcase out of the closet and search every compartment. I pull drawers wide open and rummage around in the socks and underwear of a woman I don’t know.

“Emilia?” Abby’s voice sounds thin and reedy in the darkness. “What’s wrong? Do you want me to get up?”

“It’s okay,” I whisper. “I’m just looking for my passport.”

“But why?”

“I suddenly thought about all those candles out there.” I’m out of breath. “Other people must have had candles to light. If a fire breaks out and we have to run, then I’ll need my passport.”

“Me too!” she says.

“But you’re American. They know who you are here. If I collapse and lose consciousness, there’s no one in this country who can tell anyone who I am.”

“There’s me.”

“Do you know my last name?” I shine the light on her face. Her eyes are big and dark. Slowly, she shakes her head. And then she jumps out of bed.

“I’m going to get my school ID card.”

I go on looking. The light of my cell phone screen keeps going off, and the light’s actually way too weak anyway. I still don’t have my passport, so I start taking the books off the shelves, one by one, and shaking them. Suddenly, I feel like the boy from that documentary—the one who thought for years that he wasn’t real. I see myself as if I’m an actress in some impenetrable black-and-white movie, shaking books like a madwoman. Panting, sweating, sneezing from the dust. I could almost laugh at that girl in her checked pajamas—almost, but not quite. Because I know that girl is me.

Once upon a time, up on the roof with my dad, I learned that darkness isn’t scary. But this darkness, now, feels too much like my own darkness. That breathless darkness where you can get lost and drop down dead. Without a passport. In a strange land.

Finally, I look at the back of the bottom drawer of the bedside table and I can’t imagine how I could ever have forgotten that my passport was there. I put it into my flowery bag, together with the folder full of printouts and my cell phone. And my charger and adapter. And painkillers, disinfectant wipes, antibacterial gel, toothpaste, and my toothbrush.

“Here,” says Abby. She hands me a laminated ID card. “And can you put this in there too?” She’s holding up a grayish bunny rabbit with ears that have been kissed and cuddled to death. I step back.

“Oh right,” she says. She sighs.

I put the bag next to the door, and Abby places her rabbit on the other side of the doorway.

“I’ll carry him if we have to make a run for it.”

Shivering, we go back to bed. My dirty bare feet rub against the sides of my sleeping bag. Outside, something breaks again.

“Emilia?” whispers Abby. “Would you tell me a story? So I don’t have to listen to Sandy?”

“I don’t like made-up stories,” I say quietly. “But I can tell you something that’s true.” I turn onto my side. “My last name is De Wit, by the way.” I spell it for her. I tell her my date of birth too. And my mom’s name, because that’s easy enough to Google—in places that have the Internet, in any case. I know Abby will remember it.

And then I tell her about Benjamin Franklin, who flew a kite in a storm to catch the lightning.

•   •   •

When I wake, the other side of the bed is empty. I get up, open the curtains, and stare outside. Light.

I’ve never thought before how amazing it is that it actually gets light again every morning. Without us having to pay for it. Without two thousand Americans having to repair something—it simply gets light.

Sandy has passed. I can see that right away. The streets are gleaming. There are leaves and branches and garbage lying all around. No one is walking around outside yet, and the sky is still cloudy, but the heart trees have stopped whipping back and forth. And it’s not raining.

In the cold living room, Seth, Abby, and Jim are huddled together on the couch. It’s strange to see them sitting so closely together, but then I spot the gray radio in Abby’s hands.

“We’re listening to the news,” she whispers when she sees me.

A radio. I don’t believe I’ve ever seriously listened to a radio in my entire life. Why would you when there are cell phones and computers and TVs?

But just as I’m suddenly seeing daylight in a different way, I’m also seeing the radio with fresh eyes. This little one works with batteries, so there’s no need for electricity. And while our dumb cell phones still aren’t working, the radio is picking up a signal. Breathlessly, we listen to the crackling voices.

Since yesterday evening, a huge part of Manhattan has been without power. From where we are, all the way down to the southern tip of the island, where Seth and I stood on the waterfront, it’s dark. And from us to the north it’s black for another forty blocks.

But, as I listen, I realize that in fact we’ve been lucky. I take out my maps to get a better idea of the situation. I want to see where Breezy Point is, where more than a hundred houses burned to the ground. I need to know where Staten Island is, because that borough was hit really hard. Flooded. Washed away. Wrecked.

We greedily slurp up all the information, and at the same time I think: This is so inconvenient! All we can do is listen without any way to reply. And we can’t just click a link if we want to find out more.

“We need to go north,” I say when the news items start to repeat. “They have power and we’ll be able to get a signal. I need to let my mom and dad know I’m still alive.”

Abby jumps to her feet. “We have to call Mom.”

And even Jim nods. “I’ve got to go to the hospital. My hand should have had a fresh bandage yesterday, but I’m not up for doing it myself. If I’m not careful, I could pull off my finger.”

Abby shudders. “Does it still hurt?”

He nods, but doesn’t say anything. That very first night, when I slept beside him on the woolly mammoth mattress, was the only time he’d actually said out loud that it hurt.

“You’re so brave,” whispers Abby.

“Seriously!” cries Seth. “There are loads of people who are having a worse time right now. Abby, did you even think about Aunt Leah?”

Her eyes widen. “She lives in Long Beach! That’s … ”

Without saying another word, she points out Long Beach on the map. It’s a thin, stretched-out island with its length completely exposed to the ocean. Exactly where Sandy made landfall.

We get dressed in silence. I clean myself with my disinfectant wipes and shiver in the chilly bathroom. We eat everything that’s left in the dark refrigerator for breakfast: chicken sausages, eggs, cheese, and chocolate milk. I’m amazed when Seth lights the stove, because I thought nothing at all was working. We don’t have water, heating, or light, but we do have gas. And that’s the only thing we have. Yippee. In our ice-cold, dark house in the desert, we can still cook.

We’re hurrying, but no one says so.

“A coat,” I whisper to Seth. “You said I could borrow one of your mom’s coats.”

I see him sigh and I know it’s ridiculous to think about disguising myself when we’ve just been hit by a hurricane. But I’m still happy with the moss-green velvet coat. It comes down to my knees and has a belt that Abby makes me tie tightly around my waist. She also gives me an eggplant-colored hat and scarf, and then I’m ready to go.

We all take our ID cards and cell phones. And chargers, in the hope that we’ll find a working power outlet. Seth slips his laptop into a backpack and Jim takes a bag of food, because we have no idea if any food stores will be open within walking distance.

Well, I say to myself, this is certainly an adventure.
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The four of us set out on our journey toward the light. A few days ago we didn’t even know one another. And now we belong together.

We walk along amazingly empty streets, and I know this must feel even stranger for the others than it does for me. I’ve only been in New York for three days, but they know exactly what this city should look like. The sky is dark gray. There are puddles everywhere, and piles of garbage. The wide street is absolutely silent and seems bigger than ever.

Abby stops. “Even the streetlights aren’t working!”

And that’s just the start of it. We keep discovering more and more things that don’t work. It’s so crazy to see all the neon signs without any illumination. All the stores and bars and restaurants are closed. All of them, except for one supermarket.

WE ARE OPEN—CASH ONLY, says a piece of cardboard by the door. The letters were written by hand, because of course printers aren’t working either.

The door is open but it looks disturbingly dark inside the store. We see a customer with a shopping basket and a flashlight, searching for food, and someone calls out of the darkness that there’s fresh hot coffee for sale.

“Let’s keep on walking,” says Jim impatiently.

Abby gives him a concerned look. “Are you okay?”

He nods. “I just want to get to a hospital as soon as possible. The ER is sure to be completely overrun.”

We hurry onward. Sandy’s over, but still there are hardly any cars on the street. There are just a few yellow cabs whizzing past, and they’re all busy. Most pedestrians I see are lugging duffels and sleeping bags and pillows.

And suddenly it dawns on me.

“Seth!” I call. “Abby!”

They spin around.

“You must know people who have power! Why don’t you go there?”

It’s a moment before Seth answers.

“We do know people, but we can’t just turn up with four of us. That won’t work.”

He looks at me with a serious expression, and I want to say something noble. I want to tell him that of course he should take his little sister and head for warmth—but I can’t. I can’t bear the thought of having to stay behind in the hurricane shelter without them. I wouldn’t survive.

“If you want to go to the light,” says Jim, “then of course you should. I’ll manage.”

High above our heads, a helicopter flies over.

“How about we wait and see?” Seth doesn’t look at Jim. “I’m not going to let my little sister freeze to death, that’s for sure. But maybe we’ll have power again by tonight.”

Abby takes hold of my hand. “No way am I going to stay somewhere without Emilia and Jim! Not even if they act tough and say they don’t need us. That’s what Dad always said too, and it’s dumb.”

“What are you talking about?” Seth stares at her.

“It’s what Dad always said, isn’t it? That we should do what we wanted. And he wouldn’t try to stop us, and he could manage fine without us. Exactly what Jim’s saying now!”

“You were tiny. You can’t possibly remember that.”

“I do so.” Abby sticks her chin in the air. “He said it that time at Coney Island. We stuck our feet in the ocean with Mom and we ate corn dogs and went on the Wonder Wheel and ran to the end of the pier. And he didn’t do anything at all. He just sat there. And that’s when he said it. That we didn’t have to stay with him and that we shouldn’t worry about him. He could manage fine without us.”

A stoplight has fallen off its post and is dangling by a cable. A taxi blows its horn.

Seth starts walking again, on his own. “You know nothing about it!” he yells. “Dad didn’t know what he was saying. He didn’t mean that … ”

He’s walking so fast that we don’t even try to catch up with him.

“I really do remember,” Abby whispers to me. “I’m good at remembering things.”

I hold on to her sticky hand. Right through all those cuddly-bunny bacteria.

Block after deserted block, we walk northward. I time it on my phone. It takes us just over a minute to walk one block.

We finally stop when we reach Union Square. The island with the benches is sealed off with black-and-yellow tape. Sandy has torn down trees and the park is a real mess. The rest of the square is packed with Con Ed trucks. I heard on the radio that Con Ed is the company that’s supposed to restore the power.

A thin man with wild eyes tells us there was an explosion here yesterday evening.

“Didn’t you see the flash of light?” he asks. “At first I thought aliens had landed.” He rubs his hands. “The whole city’s a disaster area. The subway’s flooded, the bridges are closed, the tunnels are shut. It’s going to take at least a week until everyone gets power again. And they say it’s going to freeze on Friday. You know, it’s going to get real cold here … ”

I feel sick as we walk on.

We’ve only been going for half an hour and already I’m chilled through. I’m starting to worry now. Am I ever going to get warm again? Later, after hours of walking around a cold city, we’ll go home to a cold house.

This happened to me once before, when I went camping with my dad on the island of Texel. After a walk in the rain, we got back to the campsite, half-frozen. Back inside the tent, I put on all the dry clothes I had with me and climbed into my sleeping bag. But I just couldn’t get warm. I was so cold that I lay awake all night. It was scary.

Dad and I went home the next day, but that won’t work this time. I can’t leave now, because the airports are closed. Trains aren’t going anywhere. The subway’s not running. We’re trapped in the cold.

All four of us are walking along with our cell phones in our hands now, so we’ll notice as soon as there’s a signal. Sometimes I spot someone else doing something on their cell phone and my heart starts beating faster, but it’s always another false alarm.

Until, suddenly, we see a stoplight that’s working. It’s bright red, but Abby doesn’t stop; she runs toward it with outstretched arms. Red no longer has any meaning for us—it’s light, and that’s what matters. Soon after that, our cell phones start beeping like crazy and we halt in our tracks. It’s as if we’re playing a game where you have to freeze when the music stops. Only today it’s when the music starts.

Holding my breath, I read all my messages. My dad. And my mom too. I didn’t know they could actually get that worried.

“Mom!” I hear Abby yell. “We’re fine! We had sausages for breakfast and I have my ID card with me just in case I collapse … ”

“Yeah,” says Jim into his cell phone, “everything’s okay here. No, I’m not on my own.” He turns his back on me. “I’ve been living here two months. You really think I don’t have any friends yet? There are four of us here. A great group of guys. Much better than Detroit.”

“No, we don’t want to go stay someplace,” Abby shouts at her mom. “Seth and I have opened a hurricane shelter and everyone there really needs us.” She frowns. “Well, you’re not here, so you don’t get to decide where we sleep!”

Seth has his phone up to his ear too, but he doesn’t say anything.

“Aunt Leah?” I whisper.

He shakes his head. “I can’t reach her.”

I look again at the telephone in my hand. I was planning to send a text message. But suddenly I can’t help myself. I have to speak to them. Not for my sake, but for theirs. Who knows what’s happened to them? One of those lunatics from Twitter could have carried out his threats.

“Dad?” I yell when he answers. “Are you okay? And what about Mom?”

“Emilia!” he cries. “We hadn’t heard anything from you and … ”

“There was a power failure. But I survived the hurricane. I’m still here!”

It suddenly feels great to speak Dutch again. I can stand here, screaming in the middle of the street, and no one understands what I’m saying. I see Abby and Jim staring and I think: Yeah, just you look! This is who I am. This weird language is part of me.

“The lights started flickering at eight thirty yesterday evening. Twice, and then they went out altogether. And the water’s not working and … ”

I go on talking until I have to stop to take a breath. And of course my dumb dad uses that couple of seconds to start going on about the police. He says I really have to hand myself in, because he still hasn’t been able to get a flight. And that I’m in danger and it’s irresponsible and I have to do as he says.

“Just stop talking!” I scream furiously, because now that I know he’s still alive, I’m allowed to think he’s stupid again. “You still don’t get it, do you? I don’t want to go back to the Netherlands. Never! It’s a hundred thousand times better here than over there with you. I have supercool friends, no one can send disgusting tweets when there’s no signal, and, what’s more important, you aren’t here. Believe me. Even in the dark, this is fucking paradise!”

Before he can say anything else, I hang up.

Abby looks at me, openmouthed.

“Wow,” says Jim. “Is that Dutchie language of yours one of those languages that makes it sound like you’re always angry? Or were you actually mad?”

“I really was pretty mad,” I say with satisfaction.

Six thousand kilometers, I think. There’s an entire ocean between us. There’s nothing you can do if you don’t like me wandering around this city. I have my friends and my passport and a toothbrush. I’m free.
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We are standing in the middle of gray, deserted New York and we’re cold. It’ll be light for five more hours before night sets in. What are we going to do with those precious hours of daylight?

“I really need to get to the hospital as soon as possible.” Jim’s face is pale.

Abby looks at her brother. “How about we go to Aunt Leah’s? I want to find out how she’s doing.”

“Me too,” says Seth. “But it’s impossible to get to Long Beach. You heard what that guy said, didn’t you? All the bridges and tunnels are closed. We’re stuck in Manhattan.”

I shiver. A hazy rain is falling, and my coat is getting wet.

“I know!” says Abby. “Let’s go to Bridget’s!” She looks at me. “Bridget is Mom’s best friend and she lives uptown in a little box about the size of a rabbit hutch. But we should be able to squeeze in there with her for a few hours. She has the Internet and heating, and you can drink as much water as you want.”

Seth has already started walking, but I shake my head.

“I’m going with Jim.”

“Seriously?” asks Seth. “You’d rather go with him?” I nod. I haven’t spoken to any adults at all for the past few days, and I want to keep it that way. I’m scared that this Bridget will start asking questions. That she’ll cause problems and that I won’t just be trapped in Manhattan but, to make matters worse, I’ll be in a rabbit hutch.

“How are we going to do this?” says Jim. “Where are we going to meet up again later?”

My brain’s never had to think this way before. I got a cell phone when I was eight, and I can’t remember my parents ever not having a cell. In this part of town we can use our phones. But as soon as one of us heads south, there’ll be no way to contact one another. We have only one key. And we don’t know who’ll get home first.

“This is ridiculous,” says Jim after a while.

“Don’t I know it!” says Seth. “Okay, Abby and I will get home before it’s dark. So you can come any time after five.”

“But the doorbell’s not working!” I say. “And neither are our cell phones.”

We rethink our plan. The apartment’s too high up for us to throw something at the window. You wouldn’t hear anyone shouting either.

Seth sighs. “After five, Abby and I will look out the window every fifteen minutes to see if you’re there. And when it gets too dark to see anything, then we’ll come downstairs every fifteen minutes to check if you’re at the front door.”

An ambulance goes by, sirens wailing.

“Seriously,” says Abby. “How did people do this back in the Stone Age?”

We have no idea.

“Be sure to fill your water bottle at Bridget’s,” I say.

“And please,” calls Jim. “Use the bathroom before you head back to the darkness!”

As Abby starts giggling, I remember my panic attack on the plane. Four days ago I was worried about a slurping toilet on a plane. Now I’m living in an apartment with a toilet that can’t slurp at all and just gets the occasional bucket of bathwater thrown into it.

Jim pulls the zipper of his jacket up to his chin. “Emilia?”

I nod. Just for a moment, I glance at Seth. He’s standing there all alone, locked up inside his time capsule. Ever since Abby told me about it, I can practically see the thing. Thick iron walls. A small, fogged-up porthole that he peers out through every now and then.

And then I follow Jim. I pull my hat down over my ears, put my hands in my pockets, and try to act like it’s normal to be walking along next to a movie star.

It’s just not fair. Whenever I look at Jim, I get a weak feeling in my knees. Not because I want to, but because—oh, how should I know? Because that’s how evolution works.

How do the rest of us stand any chance at all when there are girls like Juno and boys like Jim? Girls with actual breasts and wavy hair, boys with muscly arms and sculpted faces. Boys who aren’t trapped inside a capsule, but who want to conquer the world and still keep on smiling even after they’ve almost lost a finger.

It’s so confusing. Why do I never get that weak feeling when someone’s nice to me?

•   •   •

“Wow.” Jim shakes his head. “These really are the weirdest months of my life. I moved to New York, chopped off my finger, survived a hurricane, and now I’m walking here next to you.”

“You still have your finger,” I say.

He sighs. “Hey, let me just pretend I have only nine fingers! I’ve been suffering for four days, and it’s easier to bear if I’m allowed to play the part of an amputee.”

“Okay,” I say obediently, “you have nine fingers.”

“Tragic, huh?”

I can’t help laughing. “Absolutely megatragic.”

His phone rings and he answers. “Mom?” He suddenly sounds younger. Kind of cute, in fact. “Hey, Mom. Calm down! Everything’s fine. Like I just told Dad.”

He listens for a while and then shakes his head. “He promised not to say anything about my finger! No, really. I’m doing fine. I can’t even feel it now.”

He listens again.

“No, I’m not alone. I’m out walking with Emilia, my girlfriend. She’s from the Netherlands.”

I feel evolution kick in again. He called me his “girlfriend”! Now there’s someone out there in the world who thinks I’m Jim’s girlfriend. Even if he did just mean that I’m a friend who’s a girl … 

“That’s sweet of you,” he says into his phone. “No, I didn’t pray last night. I was asleep.” He sighs. “But I don’t want to come back! What am I supposed to do there? The city’s half-empty and there’s no work. Only losers want to live there.”

He’s silent for a moment.

“No, of course that’s not what I meant! Mom, you know you … ” He bites his lip. “I really do need to hang up now, or my battery’s going to die. Talk to you later!”

The conversation’s over. He sniffs and wipes his face with the back of his hand. I look down at the ground. He sniffs again, so I pass him a tissue from my bag.

“She’s going to pray for you,” he says. “That crazy mother of mine. She says she’ll pray for Emilia. And for me, of course, but it hasn’t helped much so far.”

We go on walking. The streets are getting busier and I gaze at the people all around, who survived a hurricane last night, just like us. They look miserable and bedraggled.

“You know,” I say, a little surprised, “this is the first time anyone’s ever prayed for me. I don’t think I know any people who believe in God.”

“Really? I only know people who believe in God.”

“Does it help?” I ask.

“What?”

“Believing.”

He sighs. “Do you want a quick rundown of my family?”

I nod.

“Okay, hold on tight. My dad hasn’t had a job for three years and he drinks too much. My mom’s really smart but she works days in a supermarket and cleans offices at night. She’s convinced that God is going to save her from this vale of tears, but the Old Guy’s still keeping her waiting. I am the son who should have made everything right. But instead I just messed it all up.” He sniffs again. “Now it’s your turn. A quick rundown of your family of unbelievers.”

I hesitate. And then I jump in.

“My mom’s an artist and she’s pretty famous. Nora Quinn—ever heard of her? My dad was the principal of my high school. Last week he had to resign because he’d been sending disgusting text messages to a student for months. And I was the perfect model daughter—until I sneaked onto a plane to New York.”

Jim is silent for a moment. And then he starts to grin.

“Whoa! Those crazy atheists! Is it really bad of me to laugh about the text messages?” He sees my expression and quickly says, “Ah, yeah, I thought it probably was.” He runs his fingers through his hair. “So … do you have any idea what he said in these text messages?”

“Seriously?” I cry. “You really want … ”

“Never mind,” he says. “Sorry, I’m just a filthy teenager and God will surely punish me. But no, let’s just be serious for a moment. It makes quite a difference, what was in those messages. If it was hard-core porn or something more along the lines of, um, your hair looked so beautiful and glossy when I saw you in class this morning … ”

I can tell he wants to laugh again, but he manages not to.

“It was more that kind of thing,” I say.

A few of the text messages leaked and are now dancing around online. They’re nothing like pornography. My dad sounds more like a thirteen-year-old nerd falling in love for the first time. He writes that he forgets all about vector spaces and diagonal matrices when he sees Juno. Tells her that every evening he calculates the chance of bumping into her in the hallway the next day. And that she shines like Sirius, the brightest star in the heavens.

He’s clearly into recycling. Because my dad always used to say that thing about the brightest star to me.

“So there wasn’t a single text message about her boobs?” Jim asks. “Or about his big wooden desk and how much he’d like to … ”

“You complete sleaze!” I thump him on the same arm as the half-amputated finger and he winces. “When some horny president does that kind of thing, you’re allowed to laugh. But this is my dad!”

He shakes his head. “I’m sorry, Emilia. I’ll pray for him tonight.”

We walk on and he starts talking about the financial crisis again. About houses that have to be sold and about ordinary people losing their jobs while big bankers are still getting bonuses of millions of dollars a year. I know now that he’s not just talking about generalities and abstract figures. I understand that he’s telling his own family’s story over and over again. A true story about a dad who’s been unemployed for three years. About a mom with two crappy little jobs. And about a son who left it all behind and escaped to New York.


[image: image]

As soon as we’re through the sliding glass doors of the hospital, I stop. I can smell the blood and the sickness. I can see people with drips and slippers and wheelchairs.

“I’m sorry,” I say. “This was pretty dumb of me. I can’t go in there with you.”

“But I bet I’m going to have to wait forever!” says Jim. “It’s going to be mind-numbing. If you’re there, then you can at least tell me some more fun stories about pervy text messages.”

“Come on, Jim, how … ”

“Sorry,” he says. “I can’t help it. Oversexed teen, yadda yadda.” He sighs. “Seriously, I don’t know what’s wrong with me. Usually I’m pretty good with girls. If I do say so myself. But with you … Is that why you don’t want to come with me? Because I’m a jerk?”

I don’t look at him. “I just didn’t think this through.” I turn around and walk back through the doors. Away from the warmth, back to the cold.

Jim comes after me. “Can’t stand the sight of blood? Is that it?”

“No. It’s bacteria I can’t stand, okay? I’m a freak.”

“Hey, wait a moment!” He catches up with me. “At least take this.” He pulls the giant package of Reduced Guilt Air-Popped Popcorn out of the shopping bag. “It’s still closed, so there’s guaranteed no bacteria.” And then he smiles at me. “Yeah, you’re a freak. A pretty cute freak, though. With cool hair.”

When I’ve walked three whole blocks, when my knees are completely back to normal and I’ve forgotten his smile, I stop. I clean my hands with a disinfectant wipe, open the purple package, and start eating.

Half an hour later, I finally understand the hurricane checklist. Why they said we needed comfort food. It wasn’t for during the hurricane. It was for now.

I am a popcorn machine. My hand dips into the bag over and over again. My jaws munch. My legs walk. And my brain stays calm. All around me, shivering tourists wander along the wet streets, but I have my own supply of food with me and I’m safe. For now.

No one looks at me. Last year in the Netherlands, after a heavy snowfall, people smiled at one another in the street. Because it was special and it made everyone think of Christmas. But today the street isn’t glistening with a happy layer of snow. New York after Sandy is so unrecognizable that it’s disturbing. The center of the world should not be closed. At the center of the world you shouldn’t have to be scared of the moment when it gets dark.

I eat my popcorn and walk farther and farther to the north. I don’t stop until I come to a giant glass cube on the corner in front of Central Park. An apple with a bite taken out of it hovers in the middle of the glass, and if you look down through the cube, you can see a bright white store full of iPads. There’s another pathetic line of sandbags in front of the door, and lots of people are standing around the cube in silence, shivering in their wet coats.

For a moment I wonder if it’s some kind of ritual. Are these people worshipping the latest iPhone? But then I understand. The store’s closed, but the power here is still working—and that means there’s Wi-Fi. If you hold your cell phone close to the cube, you’re online!

As quickly as I can, I fold the bag of popcorn closed, clean my hands again, and start swiping my fingers across the screen of my cell phone. The people around me, on all four sides of the cube, are doing the same. I assume they’ve walked up here out of the darkness too. But I’ll never know, because I don’t speak to them.

Fuck solidarity, I think, WE HAVE WI-FI! I open Google and start searching. I want to find out how we’re doing in New York. What we’ve been through these past hours. Where exactly everything went dark. What it all looked like. And what we’re thinking now.

•   •   •

I finally tear myself away from my cell phone at three thirty. My fingers have changed into dead twigs—any longer and my touchscreen won’t even recognize me as human. I must be about an hour and a half from home, and I really should get going. Or I won’t be back before dark.

As I walk through the gray city, mechanically eating popcorn again, I think about the devastation I saw online. I think about the photos of water gushing into subway stations and the people who have lost everything.

Because Hurricane Sandy really was as bad as all that. She destroyed entire houses. Roads, electric cables, trees, cars, and bridges. And people.

While we were sitting safely inside our hurricane shelter, there were dozens of deaths. And people are still in danger. Old folks who live on the fifteenth story of an apartment building are imprisoned now that the elevator’s stopped working. Thousands of people are without dry clothes, hot food, warm beds.

I wish I could help. On a website I saw that they need volunteers to distribute food and to visit old people and to clean away the mud. But I don’t dare. I don’t want to get any colder and dirtier than necessary. How can I spend a whole day scrubbing mud and then come home to an ice-cold apartment with no shower?

I can feel the blackness closing in.

Another three blocks and there won’t be any power. I send a text message to my mom and dad to let them know it’ll be at least eighteen hours before I have a signal again. At a diner that’s actually open, I buy two large bottles of water and, shuddering, I visit the bathroom.

Just before the border, where the stoplights on the other side of the street are dead, I see a camping table covered with power strips. The table’s on the sidewalk in front of a brightly lit supermarket, and handwritten signs say you can charge your phone here for free. Dozens of people stand waiting around the table, gazing at a tangle of chargers and cables and cell phones.

“Oh, it feels so good!” shouts a boy with spiky hair. “Power at last!”

My hands shaking, I take the charger from my bag. There’s just one socket free in one of the power strips, and I go for it. I gaze, hypnotized, at the charging symbol on the screen of my cell phone.

“I was just at this hotel uptown,” says a skinny girl in a crocheted hat. “I wanted to charge my cell in the lobby, but they threw me out. Can you believe it? They have no idea what it’s like down here!”

“We are the People of Darkness,” a man with a Mohawk and a scruffy dog on a rope says. “During the daytime we may enjoy the pleasures of a city with working traffic lights and heating. But then we must return to our City of Darkness.”

As my phone sucks up power, I listen quietly to the conversations. The people around me haven’t showered today, but I stay anyway. Because here, finally, I can feel it. We share something. I’m standing on a freezing sidewalk in New York, surrounded by people with Mohawks and hipster glasses, and I understand them.

It’s getting dark, but I don’t want to leave. It’s crazy. I understand these people better than my own parents. We’ve been a family over there in the Netherlands for fifteen years now, but how many times have I ever felt that we were going through the same thing? How many times have we seen one another out walking in the snow and smiled?

I stand there looking at my phone as the sky slowly gets darker. The scruffy dog lies down and people talk about their day. About just one day, in fact—one day that we’ve all lived through today. And they share tips: There’s an Indian restaurant on Second Avenue that’s selling takeout from a dark doorway. The Korean deli on St. Mark’s Place is partially flooded, but it’s still open; the owners are proud that their store has never been closed for a day or a night during its entire existence. And that includes now.

I can no longer feel where my feet end and my boots begin, but still I stay. Because I want to.

Power at last.
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I seriously underestimated those last few blocks home. Without lights, the streets are lethal. Cars can race across half of Manhattan and not encounter a single stoplight, and it’s almost impossible to cross the street.

Am I really the only one who’s out walking? My first few days in New York, when it was still light, I saw some homeless people out on the streets. Not many, but a few. Where are those people now? Are they happy that it’s finally dark in their bedrooms? Are they waiting around the corner to leap out at me?

There’s a vicious wind blowing but I can still feel sweat on my back. I open my eyes as wide as I can and do my best not to trip over curbs, basement doors, and cracks in the sidewalk.

I’m out of breath by the time I finally reach our street. As fast as I can, I head to the front door of our building, but just as I’m about to put my foot on the first step, I collide with something that’s alive. I scream. Really loud.

“It’s me,” says Seth’s voice.

“Jesus!” My heart is pounding away. My whole body is tingling. “You nearly gave me a heart attack … ” For a moment I think I’m going to cry, but then I start laughing. “I thought you were some homeless person, or a burglar, or … ”

Seth clears his throat. “Do you know how long I’ve been waiting for you?”

I can’t see his face, but he sounds pretty mad.

“We didn’t agree on a time, did we?” I say. The adrenaline is still bouncing around inside my body. “We said Jim and I would be here sometime after five. That was all. Wasn’t it?”

“But you didn’t come back with Jim!” There’s a catch in his voice. “Jim’s been here an hour already, while you were out wandering around goodness knows where in a pitch-black city. Without anyone being able to contact you. I thought you’d gotten lost, or been murdered or kidnapped, or at least hacked into pieces.”

“Well, I’m here now, aren’t I?” I say. But at the same time I’m thinking: He was waiting for me. In the cold. In the dark. He was worried. Not about some girl who looks like a cheerleader, but about me.

“Emilia!” Abby beams as I come in. “Bridget gave us some candles and I’ve made the place supercozy.”

I look around the room and hear the tune from that singing, jingling park in my head again: It’s beginning to look a lot like Christmas … The apartment hasn’t completely cooled down yet so, compared to outside, it’s warm. It smells like oranges and there are tea lights everywhere: on the window ledge, on the counter, in front of the antique mirror.

“Hallelujah!” Jim calls from the couch. “The Dutch atheist is still alive. We had to send Seth outside, because the poor boy just couldn’t stand it anymore.”

I drop down next to him on the couch. My legs are exhausted from all that walking.

“So? Did the hospital pull off your finger?”

He nods. “According to my calculations, I only have eight fingers left now.” He picks up a rectangular cardboard box from the floor. “I brought you a present.”

By the flickering candlelight I read the label: “Single-use medical rubber examination gloves.” One hundred pairs of disposable gloves.

“For the freak,” he says quietly. “Handy, eh, now that we don’t have any water? You can take a pee or pick your nose a hundred times without getting your hands dirty.”

At first I think he’s joking. That he’s trying to make fun of me, like they do at school. But he’s not laughing.

“Were they for sale at the hospital?”

“Let’s just say they were lying around. And I thought: No one could put those things to better use than Emilia. Am I right?”

I give him a surprised nod. So the glamorous movie star can be a nice guy too.

•   •   •

Seth has remembered that there’s a ton of food in the freezer in the basement. It’s all thawing, of course, so tomorrow or the next day we’ll have to throw it out. But right now it’s still icy cold inside the big box. So our first actual hurricane meal is a five-course dinner.

At a table covered with tea lights, we eat tomato soup and hamburgers and corn on the cob and meat loaf and pancakes with lots and lots of syrup. And then Jim makes mulled wine so we can get extra warm before we have to go to our cold beds. He takes a big pan and mixes a bottle of red wine with fruit from the freezer, cinnamon sticks, star anise, cloves, and a few big spoonfuls of sugar.

“Mom says I’m not allowed to drink wine,” says Abby. She’s looking into the pan as Jim stirs.

“I’m heating it up,” he says, “so the alcohol evaporates. Seriously, I know what I’m doing. My grandma makes the best mulled wine in all of Michigan.”

I stand close to him, on the other side, because it’s reassuringly warm next to the stove. I have no idea if I’m allowed to have alcohol. I talk to my dad about the universe and about prime numbers. I talk to my mom about art. But we don’t talk about alcohol, condoms, cigarettes, or drugs.

Another subject we’ve never discussed is the fact that it’s not appropriate to send text messages to underage students.

If only I’d given him better advice. He obviously needed a good daughter-to-father chat.

“Ready!” says Jim.

I wonder if he’s heated the wine for long enough, but I don’t say anything. I help him fill four mugs and take them to the couch. It’s ominously quiet outside. There are no cars and no people out on the streets. It feels as if the polar night has begun.

Abby and I sit down next to Jim on the couch, and Seth takes a chair opposite. I can see that he thinks we’re paying too much attention to the movie star. But can I help it that Jim got such a great recipe from his grandma? And that he’s been so nice for the past couple hours that I actually feel brave enough to talk to him? My knees sometimes forget to go weak for a whole fifteen minutes.

I take a cautious sip of the wine. The spicy concoction is bitter and sweet at the same time. I can feel the warmth sliding down my throat and spreading through my body.

“Wow,” I say, “this is good.”

I take another sip and Abby does the same. Her eyes begin to sparkle.

“Wow, this really is fucking great!”

Shocked, Seth stares at his little sister.

“What?” Abby asks defiantly. She quickly takes another sip. “Jim says fuck all the time.”

“People say a lot of things.” Seth frowns. “But you don’t have to parrot everything some high-school dropout says, do you? Surely you’re smart enough to come up with a better word?”

Jim stays admirably calm.

“So do you have something against sex?” he asks Seth in a friendly voice.

“My sister’s eleven years old!”

“And? She knows how people reproduce. There’s nothing wrong with that, is there?” Jim tilts his head. “But perhaps you’re the one who feels uncomfortable with that word? Because you’re worried? Because you’ve never … ”

“Eeww!” I yell. I put my hands over my ears and shake my head. “I don’t want to listen to this. I flew across an entire ocean just to escape that kind of talk!”

To my surprise, they fall silent. I hadn’t taken the eleven-year-old into account, though.

“Actually,” says Abby seriously, “I don’t really get it. Reproduction, I mean. How does it all, like, fit together?”

She looks at us expectantly. She’s the toughest little girl I know and she can handle a hurricane, but still she’s only eleven. I look at her little face and her shining eyes and I want to adopt her. I want to make sure she never sees any porn by accident and never has to read about icky erections in dumb magazines for girls and that no one ever tells her about girls who get undressed in front of webcams to show their boyfriends how much they love them.

I take three big swigs of wine, one after the other, and feel the warmth tingling inside.

“I have no idea,” I say. “But maybe Jim or your brother could throw some light on the subject from their monkey cage … ”

“Sorry,” says Seth. “As Jim already pointed out, I know nothing about it.”

We all look at Jim now.

“Well?” asks Abby. “How does it work? If you say ‘fuck’ all the time, you must know all about how to do it.”

He looks down at the floor. I can see that he’s finally realized what eleven years old actually means.

He sighs and shakes his head. “It’s a great mystery to us all.”
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We made another pan of mulled wine and now we’re playing crazy eights with Seth’s old deck of cards. We keep inventing new rules and shouting louder and louder. Normally, I don’t like playing cards, but in the dark, with cold pancakes and mulled wine, it’s great.

In the middle of a game, as we’re bent double with laughter, Abby suddenly looks at Seth.

“Now I remember! We always used to play this with Dad. I was really too young. But because I didn’t understand the rules, you guys could let me win.”

“Yeah. Mom didn’t think that was good for you,” says Seth. “She thought you needed to learn to cope with losing.”

Abby nods. “And then Dad let me win again anyway.”

“He said losing could always come later. When you were older.”

The laughter dies away. The wine’s now whirling through my veins. I’ve never felt like this before. Like fifteen years old really is a great age to be. Like everything’s possible and it’s only just beginning. And, suddenly, I feel brave enough to ask the question.

“So how did he actually die?”

Maybe they don’t want to tell me. But I think not asking is worse.

“Car accident.” Seth doesn’t look at me. “His car went into the water and he couldn’t get out in time.”

It’s very quiet. And then I feel Abby moving beside me.

“We don’t know that for sure.”

In the candlelight, Seth’s face looks like a mask. “You don’t know what you’re talking about,” he says quietly.

“I do so.” Abby puts her chin in the air. “No one knows if it was an accident. And that includes you.”

It takes Seth three steps to reach the couch. “If Mom ever hears you … ” He’s about to grab ahold of her, but I put my arm around her.

“This doesn’t concern you!” he shouts at me. “She’s my sister, not yours.”

I hold on to her and Seth clenches his jaw. In the half-dark room he looks like a zombie that’s been under the ground for two years and has just escaped.

“She’s lying,” he says. “Just as long as you guys remember that. Abby’s a liar.”

He turns on his heel and strides off. I hear his bedroom door slam. And then it’s quiet.

•   •   •

Abby doesn’t cry like a little girl. Her face barely changes, but tears are rolling down her cheeks. She stares at the tea lights in the window. I give her a tissue, but she doesn’t notice. I dig my nails into the palms of my hands and wait.

“Was it suicide?” Jim asks.

I feel a shock go through my body. I wish he’d kept his mouth shut, but at the same time I hope Abby will answer.

She swallows, then wipes her cheeks and shrugs.

“We don’t know. We really don’t.”

The crackle of a radio comes from Seth’s room. That makes me even madder at him. He’s not allowed to listen to the radio all on his own—and at full volume too. The batteries will run out way too quickly.

“I was nine,” says Abby. “No one told me anything. Just that he wasn’t there anymore. And that his car ended up in the water in the middle of the night. An accident, they said.”

“Well, that’s possible, isn’t it?” I ask quietly.

She nods. “Yes, it’s possible. But there are some strange things about it.”

“What kind of things?” asks Jim.

“Dad was still wearing his seat belt. If your car goes into the water, you try to get out of it, don’t you? You at least undo your seat belt.”

“Maybe he was unconscious,” I say. “From the impact of the car hitting the water.”

She stands up and studies me from a distance.

“You’re just like Mom and Seth.” She wipes her top lip. “Now I’m not even allowed to mention it. But those first few months, whenever I asked about it, the answer was always: It was an accident. We have no idea how he went from driving along a perfectly quiet road to ending up in the water, but of course he didn’t do it on purpose. We don’t know why he was in that part of town either, or why he’d left his cell phone at home, but it was an accident. An accident. An accident.”

She looks worn-out.

“But then isn’t it better … ” I pause. “I mean, wouldn’t you rather it was an accident?”

“Duh,” she cries, “of course! But that’s not something you can choose. I want to know what really happened. Because there was something going on with Dad. Something wrong. Even before that, I mean. He never wanted to join in with stuff anymore. But yeah, Mom doesn’t want to talk about that either.” She’s crying again. “I just want to be able to mention it. Without them getting mad … ”

I stand up and put my arms around her. “I understand,” I whisper. “I understand.”

•   •   •

When Abby falls asleep, Jim and I carry her to the big bed. We stroke her cheek and then tiptoe out of the room. Jim ladles the last of the mulled wine into our mugs.

“Maybe next time you should let it boil for longer,” I whisper.

“Good idea.” He drops down onto the couch. “Fuck! Oh no, I wasn’t going to use that word anymore.” He sighs. “You know, I thought my family was messed up. But this … ”

I empty my mug in one gulp. I leave the fruit at the bottom. “I have to go talk to Seth.”

Jim looks at me by the light of the last candles. “Want me to come with you?”

I shake my head.

“Okay, then I’m gonna crash. Can you throw me that blanket?” I open the box of rubber gloves, put some on, and hand him the dusty old blanket.

“Freak,” he says quietly.

“Sleep tight,” I reply, just as quietly.

He closes his eyes and I stay there for a moment. The candles flicker and I realize that something’s changed. Of course I can still see how good-looking he is. But it doesn’t feel as if I’m looking at a billboard anymore. Now I can see him. Jim. A boy that I know.
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When I go into Seth’s room, I don’t know if he’s still awake. The crackling voices from the radio fill the pitch-dark box.

“Seth?” I say. “Wait, I’ll get my cell phone … ”

“No!” His voice sounds choked. “Leave me alone.”

“Well, at least turn off the radio! The battery’s going to die and then we’ll be completely alone.”

I wait in the doorway. And then the sound stops.

“What … ” I begin, but I don’t know how to continue. I take off the gloves and put them in my pocket. “Did you speak to your aunt?”

He sighs. “My uncle. They’re alive but half the house is underwater and the car’s drowned. My uncle got a ride to JFK in a pickup with a load of other people. There was a signal at the airport, so they all got to make just a couple of phone calls, and then the pickup turned around so that other people could go to the airport.”

“Wow,” I say quietly. “And to think that this is New York. Not Somalia or Honduras or India, but America.”

Normally, as your eyes start to get used to the dark, you can make out a few things. But with no moon, no streetlights in the distance, and no devices on standby, you really can’t see anything at all. No matter how long you stand there in the dark, you stay blind.

“So where are you exactly?”

“Sitting on my bed.”

As I feel my way toward him, I think about his Picasso poster, which I can’t see now. The woman with two faces.

“Whoa!” Seth suddenly exclaims. “Another step and you’ll be sitting on my lap.”

I giggle in spite of myself. “What about here? Can I sit here?”

Silence.

Then Seth says, “I nodded.”

“Okay.” I sit down with my back against the cold wall and suddenly, I feel calm. “Now I want to hear about it. Open up the door of your capsule.”

“Seriously? Did Abby tell you about that?”

“That you and your mom are stuck inside a time capsule? Yes. And you know something? She’s right. I can see you through the porthole. It’s kind of like a submarine, but without the water. We—the rest of the world—are flying farther and farther away from you. And you’re still stuck there. Inside your capsule.”

“I work with computers, Emilia. With ones and zeros. I don’t know anything about submarines flying around without water.”

“Okay, then.” I clench my fists. Not behind my back, but just on my lap. It’s dark, after all. “Then tell me. One or zero? Accident or suicide?”

The mattress moves violently. I hear a siren in the distance and a thump on the wall close beside me.

“What do you want?” he growls. “I already told you it was an accident. I don’t keep bothering you about your dad, do I? You told me your story. And I believe you.”

I lean back, with my head against the wall. I breathe in the darkness, and his breath, and what must be years’ worth of dust. How long ago did he build that model of the dinosaur? When did he get the Picasso poster?

“Christ,” he yells, “you just don’t get it! With computers it’s always ones and zeros. But it doesn’t work like that in real life. Sometimes you don’t know if something is a one or a zero. And sometimes it’s somewhere in between … ”

I keep quiet, because I’d be sure to say the wrong thing. The wine is still whirling through my body. Or maybe it’s something else. Maybe I’m sitting with Seth inside his capsule and we’re floating through time. So we could easily zip back to a year ago, before my dad sent any of those text messages. Or back to two years ago, when Seth’s dad was still alive … 

“Okay,” he says, “listen.” It sounds like he’s made up his mind. “We don’t know if it was an accident. We just don’t know. For months I hoped we’d find out. It was all I could think about. Every day I waited for the mail because I hoped my dad had sent a good-bye letter. A letter that had gotten lost, but would eventually be delivered. And at the same time I hoped someone would say: I saw what happened that night, he swerved to avoid a dog and the car went into the water.”

It’s a while before he continues.

“But there was nothing. No letter, no witness. No secret diary, no reason for him to be out driving there that night. And that’s it. We’ll never find out. We just don’t know.”

“But what about Abby?” My hands are trembling. I let them shake in the darkness. “Why isn’t she allowed to talk about it?”

“We never said that. But her questions were driving us crazy. And if you can choose what it was … then you’re going to say it was an accident, right? That’s what Mom told everyone. And that’s what everyone thinks at school.”

My eyes are still open. I don’t know why, because the room’s pitch-black. But I keep them open anyway. I keep looking. I try to see.

“If you can choose,” I say, “you’re going to choose an accident. I get that. But what do you think? What do you think really happened?”

It takes eons before he answers. His words have to come from the other side of the universe.

“I think,” he says quietly, “that it may have been something in between. Between a one and a zero. I can’t believe he was really planning to leave us. Then at least he would have written a letter. Then he would have said good-bye. But I could imagine … ” He clears his throat. “That it was a sudden impulse. He just did it. Turned the steering wheel. Left his seat belt on. And by the time he realized he was actually drowning, and he thought about never seeing us again—then it was too late.”
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On Wednesday morning I have tortilla chips for breakfast. Wearing rubber gloves, I take the chips out of the bag and Abby giggles as she copies me. I have a headache and I wonder out loud if this is my first-ever hangover.

“Yep,” says Seth grimly. He looks gray and he doesn’t want to eat anything.

“You have to tell Abby!” I whisper as soon as we’re alone for a moment. “What you said to me yesterday—about the ones and the zeros. She’ll want to hear it.”

“That our dad may have committed suicide?” he asks. “You think my eleven-year-old sister wants to hear that?”

I nod. “She already knows. She just wants to hear from you that she’s not crazy.”

And then Abby comes back out of the bathroom.

“It’s Halloween, so we have to wear costumes!” Her eyes are red, with big bags under them, but she smiles at us as if there’s nothing she’d rather do than go out and party.

“I don’t have any scary clothes,” I say.

“But we have a dress-up box!”

An hour later we set off with two backpacks full of costumes. We’ve decided that we’re going uptown to shower at Bridget’s and then we’ll change our clothes. So at least we’ll be clean zombies.

We begin our journey north in silence. We know what to expect now. The sky is still gray and our part of the city is dead silent. The stoplights aren’t working, the stores are closed, everyone is gloomy. We trudge onward until our phones start beeping.

And then I have the shock of my life.

My dad has texted to say he got a flight and that he’s landing in America tonight. The text message is too short for all the details, so I don’t know exactly where he’s flying to, or how long he’ll have to be in a taxi, or how much it’s all going to cost. But one thing is clear: He’s not coming alone.

My mom is coming with him to New York.

She hasn’t flown for twenty years, because she’s convinced that airplanes are unnatural and lethal. No matter what fantastic offers she receives from museums in Asia and America and Australia, my mom always says no. And now, two days after Sandy, while the city’s still a disaster area, she’s getting on a plane to New York. The Museum of Modern Art and the Guggenheim couldn’t persuade her. But I could.

I tilt back my head and start laughing.

“Bridget’s not home.” I hear Abby’s worried voice. “She just texted that she won’t be home from work until really late … ”

My laughter dries up.

“Right.” Seth shrugs. “So we can’t shower at her place. Then we’ll just go to a diner and change our clothes in the bathroom.”

“But I need to shower first!” cries Abby.

I look at her in surprise.

Her fingers twitch anxiously. “There’s no way I’m putting on a costume until I’m clean. Do you know how many bacteria you have living on your skin?” I bite my lip and say nothing.

“There are one hundred and fifty different kinds of bacteria on your hands,” Abby squeaks. “Emilia knows all about it. That’s why you should always wear gloves to eat! If I can’t shower now, I’ll get sick.” She looks at me. Her bottom lip is trembling. “Emilia, tell them how dirty I am!”

It’s like hearing nails scratching a blackboard.

Every cell in my body has goose bumps. I can see the boys looking at me.

Seth puts his arm around Abby’s shoulders. “I think you … ”

“Don’t do that,” she snaps. “You’re dirty too!”

The nails go on scratching and I know I need to do something. This has to stop.

“Abby, listen.” I’m a bit out of breath. “Everything I told you about bacteria … It’s all true. But … it doesn’t matter.” I try to remember all the stuff that dumb psychologist told me last year. “People can deal with bacteria, no problem. You won’t get sick from not showering for a couple of days. You might get a bit stinky, but that’s not so bad—especially not now, after Sandy.”

“That makes no sense,” she says angrily. “So why do you keep washing your hands? Why wasn’t my bunny rabbit allowed in your bag?”

I know Seth and Jim are looking at me. I can feel their eyes, but I have to forget about them. This is about Abby.

“Some people,” I say, “are scared of mice. Some are frightened of heights. Others are scared of the dark. Well, it just so happens that I have a thing about bacteria. But if one of your friends tells you she’s too scared to go up the Empire State Building, does that mean you’ll never go up there again?”

Abby shakes her head. “I love tall buildings!”

“Exactly. Which means you’re perfectly capable of turning into a zombie without taking a shower first.”

“Really?”

I nod.

“What about you?” she asks. “Are you going to put on your costume without showering first too?”

Nails scratching open my belly from the inside. Slicing through my flesh, sharp as knives. Slowly ripping … 

“Of course I am,” I say cheerfully. “Why wouldn’t I?”
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Today uptown is gleaming like the hurricane never happened. For ten minutes we’re happy that all the stores are open again, but the happiness soon fades. Because we really do feel like People of Darkness now. We eat chips for breakfast and have to drink wine to stay warm. We roam around, hunting for power sockets and Wi-Fi, and the rest of the world doesn’t understand us.

“Dumb tourists,” I snap. “All they ever do is eat and take photos and buy souvenirs. Don’t they know people have died?”

“Of course they know,” says Jim. “But that’s what people do. They eat and take photos and buy things while people are dying all around.” He looks at me. “Do you think every day about all the people who are dying?”

“No, but … ”

“I do!” says Abby. “There’s this website that keeps track of how many people are being born and how many are dying. You can see the counter rattling away. It’s megaquick. In the time it takes me to eat a bagel, three hundred ninety-two people die.”

Seth looks sternly at his sister. “Mom told you to stop looking at that website.”

“But there aren’t any naked people on it! I’m allowed to look at moving numbers, aren’t I?”

“It gave you nightmares last time.”

We’re walking between gray skyscrapers with mirrored windows and I’m thinking about my dad. My brain’s getting really messed up. Someone only has to mention a website with pictures of naked people on it and I think about my dad.

In a few hours, my mom and dad are arriving in this city. I texted them to say I don’t want to meet up until tomorrow. I have better things to do on Halloween. They have no clue where I’m staying, and in the dark part of the city I’m completely unreachable, so for the next few hours I’m still in charge. And then tomorrow I’ll transform back into their daughter, who’s a minor.

The thought of it makes me sick.

•   •   •

In New York A.S.—“After Sandy”—I’m no longer interested in tourist attractions and famous places. When it turns out that the temple-like library on Fifth Avenue is still closed, though, I’m mad. Seth promised it’d have Wi-Fi. I glare at the stone lions in front of the building. Sure, they look great lying there. And yeah, I recognize them from at least fifteen different movies. But in all those movies, the actors had clean armpits and they could poop in their own bathroom.

At Grand Central, we finally find a few public power sockets. They’re close to the ground in an ice-cold, drafty corridor beside the platforms, but we don’t care. We eagerly descend on them.

“I want to write a travel guide,” I call to Abby, who’s at the next power socket five meters away. “Out and About with a Plug: The Top One Hundred Power Outlets in New York.”

“I’d snap that right up!” calls Seth from the other direction.

“And I’m going to make a movie,” yells Jim from ten meters away, “about plugs slipping into power outlets. There’s nothing that the people of the City of Darkness would rather watch right now than devices getting a good charge.”

Abby giggles. “I bet Mom wouldn’t let me watch that movie.”

Jim enthusiastically waves his phone. “Sometimes two plugs at a time go into one socket! Sometimes five phones get charged at once, all in a line. And then another time the battery gets loaded so fast that—”

“That’s enough!” Seth yells, but he’s laughing.

We wander onward. Past stores with diamonds, chocolate fountains, and food carts selling roasted chestnuts—and then we finally find the place that will appear at position number one, inside a golden frame, in Out and About with a Plug.

Make a note for emergencies: the Barnes & Noble bookstore on Fifth Avenue between Forty-Fifth and Forty-Sixth Streets. Complete with a Starbucks, so they have muffins and mugs of coffee for sale. Good Wi-Fi. A free bathroom with a special faucet for drinking water. Enough books to last anyone for years. Warmth.

We drop down onto the hard carpet in an empty aisle. Then we take off our hats, pick up our phones, and decide to stay. The people from the bookstore leave us alone, and more and more People of Darkness gather around, people who, just like us, desperately want to know how the world around us is doing.

To my own surprise, I don’t even check to see if everyone’s still talking about my dad online. Today I just don’t care. Why should I read what all those idiotic strangers have to say? I have better things to do. I need to know when the subway will start working again. And if it’s true that the drinking water is polluted. And how many deaths the counter has recorded.

•   •   •

“I have a plan.” Seth clears his throat. We’ve been silent for so long that I almost forgot there were people sitting around me. “The four of us together should be okay walking home in the dark. So tonight we’re going to eat out in the light.”

“That’s a great plan,” says Jim. “But I can’t come. No money.”

I shrug. “I don’t mind paying.”

“No,” says Seth sternly, “you’ve already paid for enough. You bought all the hurricane supplies and you just paid for coffee and muffins. Now it’s my turn. I’m paying this evening.”

“But you never spend your savings on anything,” Abby objects. “You won’t be able to go to college!”

Finally, I understand why Seth takes his part-time job so seriously. It’s very different here than in the Netherlands. American universities cost a fortune, and Seth and Abby have only one parent to rely on. Their mother can’t earn very much as a kindergarten teacher.

Abby looks concerned. “Seth, you were going to save money for me too, weren’t you? So that I can be a doctor even though it’s mega-expensive. I know I was planning to learn to tell fortunes so that I could earn money in Washington Square, but I just can’t do it. The things I predict never happen.”

“I’m saving for you too,” her brother says. “But we have plenty of time. We can afford to eat out now and then.”

She laughs. “Okay, and later, when I’m a surgeon, I’ll pay it all back. With interest. And lots and lots of presents!”

Jim and I act like we don’t exist for a moment. All those big plans make us feel so small. I have no idea what I want to study when I’m older. Just something, anything. And Jim didn’t even finish high school. He’s having an operation on his finger next week and he won’t be able to work for months. He’ll be penniless, injured, and alone in the most expensive city in the world … 

“Come on, Jim!” says Abby, as if she’s calling her favorite dog. “We have to change for dinner. I’ll help you with your costume.”

As Jim walks off with the backpacks, Abby leans over to me.

“I’m going to marry him when I’m older,” she whispers. “Then he can lie on the couch all day and talk about the financial crisis and I’ll earn lots of money for both of us.”

She skips after him through the bookstore and I watch her go. I wish I were still eleven years old too.

I sigh and fish the bottle of antibacterial gel out of my bag.

“Emilia,” says Seth quietly, “you don’t have to wear a costume if you don’t feel like it.”

He’s looking at me again as if I’m that woman Picasso painted. As if he can see me from the front and the side at the same time. It makes me feel uneasy. Why would anyone want to study me that closely?

“Stop being so … understanding all the time!”

“What do you mean?” he says.

“You’re always so nice. Like you understand me. But you’re sixteen. And you’re a boy. Just be a bit more … insensitive!”

His dark eyes look at me as if I’m an alien. Not even a normal everyday kind of alien either, but a deeply disturbed one. “So, let me get this straight, you think I’m being too nice? And you’re telling me that I should be less nice?”

“Yes!” I can’t even remember what I’m trying to tell him. But it seems like the best idea to agree.

“But I thought … ”

“Well, stop. Just stop thinking! Stop paying for my food and stop being nice to me. You won’t be able to keep it up. Believe me. I know how it goes. The better people know me, the dumber they think I am. Save yourself the trouble!”

Without waiting for his reply, I get up and walk to the bathroom.

“Abby!” I call at the closed doors. “Do you have my clothes in there?”

“Wait a moment … ” She giggles. “I’m busy with Jim.” That’s another thing you have to be eleven for. Yelling in a public restroom that you’re busy with a boy. And you have to be Jim to laugh out loud, so that all the waiting women can hear you.

A while later I’m standing in the little stall with the cat costume in my hands. Pantyhose, a short black dress with fur around the hem, a long velvety tail, and a headband with pointed ears.

I was wearing rubber gloves when I took the costume out of the dress-up box, and I’m convinced that dinosaurs once wore that tail. I clasp the headband and try to remember all the wise psychologist stuff I just told Abby when we were out on the street.

It doesn’t work. I can feel the panic rising.

But then I think of Seth’s serious face. I remember how worried he seemed when he looked at me just now. Jim makes jokes about my dad and steals gloves for me so that I can pick my nose. But Seth takes me seriously. More than that—he feels sorry for me. He doesn’t say so, but I know it’s true. Why else would he be so nice to me?

Really. A boy who is floating through space, disconnected from everything, feels sorry for me.

I pull my sweater and T-shirt over my head in one motion. Halloween, here I come.
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We’ve all got grins on our faces when we leave the bookstore. Abby’s a terrifying zombie in a ragged dress covered with splashes of blood, hair that’s standing on end, and a creepy white face. Seth’s wearing a black sweater with a skeleton on it and gloves printed with bones. And I actually make a pretty sexy cat, if I do say so myself.

But it’s Jim who’s making everyone stop in their tracks as if they’ve been struck by Benjamin Franklin’s lightning.

He’s wearing a floaty purple dress that’s just a bit too small for him, with a black pointed hat. His face is painted bright green and he’s wearing a tangled long black wig. The effect is stunning. Within two hundred meters, he makes five tourists collapse with laughter and three children cry.

When we pass a police officer, I look straight at him. With my new hair and my cat costume, I’m someone completely different. I don’t think I’ve ever felt quite so un-Emilia in my whole life. We’re all cold without our coats, but we want people to be able to see our costumes. We walk shoulder to shoulder down the broad sidewalk and everyone steps out of the way to let us pass. It feels like we’re a boy band, or those four women from Sex and the City.

What I mean is: four people who are world famous. And who belong together.

Seth takes us to an ultramodern restaurant on a busy street, where he starts acting tough and not at all sensitive and understanding.

“Just give me the menu,” he says. “I’ll decide what we’re going to eat.”

I’ve never been to such a cool restaurant before. There are purple couches, and pink lights on the wall, and we’re the only ones who are in costume. Within fifteen minutes, the table is covered with spring rolls and chicken skewers and Thai salad and steamed dumplings and duck pancakes.

“Right. So these are the appetizers,” says Seth.

“Yummy!” Abby is holding her chopsticks at the ready, but then she looks at me with a worried expression. “Emilia won’t want to eat from the same bowls as us … ”

“Emilia needs to stop complaining,” says Seth sternly.

And so I don’t. The food is incredible: crispy and spicy and sweet, all at the same time. I go to the bathroom three times to wash my hands when I accidentally touch my black dress, but no one mentions it. We don’t drink any wine, of course, because it’s practically impossible to order alcohol in an American restaurant if you’re under twenty-one. But somehow I can still feel something buzzing in my veins. That floating feeling is back again.

Maybe, I think, as I take a bite of the sweet-and-sour tofu that’s now on the table, getting older isn’t so bad after all. Maybe this is what it feels like to be an adult. To be able to decide for yourself: Tonight I’m going out for a fabulous meal. With my own friends. I’m going to stay here for as long as I want and I’ll eat whatever I like. Because I’m not afraid anymore.

“What do you guys think?” I say. “Should we just abolish the Internet for good?”

Abby picks up her phone. “Smile!”

We put our heads together and smile for the photo.

“Abolish the Internet?” asks Seth.

“Yes! Who says we need to use everything that was invented by people who just happened to be alive before we were?”

“Exactly,” says Jim. “We don’t want their atom bombs and killer robots and pathetic schools.”

Seth pops a piece of duck into his mouth. “I have to say, I’m rather attached to the wheel.”

Abby puts down her phone. “I wish Obama would decide that we’re only allowed to go online for three hours a day. No more than that. Then I could sometimes be offline after school. Now I’m always scared of missing out on something and that everyone will start gossiping about me if I’m not online … ”

“I just don’t get it,” I say. “Why are some people so rude on the Internet? What makes them so much meaner and more aggressive than usual?”

“It’s simple,” says Jim. “If I bad-mouth someone to his face, then he’ll beat me up. But online I can say whatever I want.”

“That’s exactly the problem!” I cry. “You end up saying more than you mean to. More than you really intend to.”

Abby nods. “Bethany once wrote that she was going to scratch my eyes out because I didn’t let her copy my homework. But look! I’ve still got my eyes!” She looks happily around the table with wide eyes and a creepy white zombie face.

New dishes just keep on coming, and I eat more than I’ve ever eaten before. As I savor the sweet coconut milk and hot pepper and Thai basil, I watch the tropical fish swimming lazily around inside their illuminated aquarium. Glasses tinkle and the conversations around us sound reassuringly American. “I was, like … giiirl, that’s sooo amazing, you know? And then she was, like … no way, he didn’t! But then I’m, like, hello? He’s a guy, what do you expect, you know?”

And then suddenly I hear a man’s voice behind me.

“Emilia de Wit! Can I ask you something?”

He’s speaking Dutch. And he knows my name.

I turn around. A tall, thin man with cropped hair is smiling at me. “Do you mind if I join you?”
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I just stare at the man, because I have no idea who he is.

“Sorry,” I say in English. “Do I know you?”

He smiles at me again and calmly sits down next to Abby.

“My name’s Bastiaan Breedveld.” He’s still speaking Dutch. “I’m a journalist. I spotted on Twitter that you were eating here, and I happened to be in the area. I’m mainly writing about the hurricane this week, of course, but after that interview with Juno, I’m curious to hear what you might have to say.”

I can’t move. I thought I’d escaped, but it seems the hunt is still on. The journalist may not have a rifle, but he doesn’t need one. A smartphone with a Twitter account is enough.

I want to yell that I’m not Emilia. But I have to know.

“What interview with Juno?” My voice is trembling. I can feel the cold barrel of the rifle on the back of my neck. “How does Twitter know where I am? No one here knows me!”

He takes a phone from his bag and shows me the screen. A tweet from Abby, proudly announcing that she’s eating Thai food with #scarybrother, #moviestar, and #emiliadewit. And yep, with the photo of the three of us.

I hate all those dumb hashtags on Twitter. I hate #stupidlittlekidswhosecretlytweetduringdinner.

“You really mean to say you haven’t read the interview with Juno yet?” asks Bastiaan. “It’s been online for hours.”

Dizzily, I stand up, because I need to get away from this man as quickly as possible. Away from his dumb accent, away from his flappy Dutch ears and his pale lips saying “Juno.”

I look at the others. “Let’s go.”

“What about that guy?” asks Abby.

“Ignore him. He’s a journalist.”

“But what does he want?”

“Abby,” says Jim. “Come on outside.”

Seth is pale. “Will you two stay with Emilia? I’ll go pay.”

I walk to the door. When I look back, I see that Bastiaan is following me. Calm as anything, with his hands in his pockets. He could be strolling past a field of sprouts back home. Or through a meadow of cows.

It’s dark outside, but nobody really cares about that in this part of the city. The streetlights here are shining as usual and the neon signs are dancing away as they should be.

“I understand that the past week has been difficult for you,” says Bastiaan cheerfully. “And I really don’t want to bother you. I just want to give you the opportunity to respond to Juno’s version of events.”

That name of hers, over and over again. I’ve never hated a word so much before. Juno, the goddess of light. Queen of the heavens. Goddess of marriage.

“People need to hear your side of the story too, don’t they?” Bastiaan asks in a friendly voice.

“But I don’t have a side,” I cry. “What my dad decides to do has nothing to do with me and I don’t even know … that girl. Just leave me alone!”

“Juno has plenty to say about you in the interview, though … ” As he swipes the screen of his cell phone, I clench my fists. I can see Seth inside at the bar, waiting to pay.

“Here,” says Bastiaan, “listen to what Juno said.” He starts reading out loud in Dutch. “ ‘It’s totally creepy, of course, a fifty-year-old guy being in love with you. If I’d met him in a chat room, I’d have instantly clicked away. But I was doing so badly in math …’ ”

He looks up from the screen and I dig my nails into my palms as hard as I can.

“Yeah. We already knew that, didn’t we?” I say. I’m not even trying to play it cool—I really did know that already. My dad’s a creep.

Bastiaan goes on reading. Abby and Jim listen in silence to the words they can’t understand. Seth is still inside.

“ ‘People don’t understand, though. We had something special. He told me things he couldn’t talk to anyone else about. He has a wife and a daughter, but he said he often feels as if he’s floating all alone among the stars. I didn’t get it at first, but he meant he’s lonely. Seriously. He said he feels like he’s floating in cold, empty space. And that I’m the only one who sometimes flies past him within hearing distance.’ ”

I feel sick.

Could it be true? Has my dad really been locked up in his own capsule all that time without me noticing?

Bastiaan strokes his stubbly head. “Juno goes on like that for two pages. She pours out everything she can remember about your dad’s confessions. As if she wants to prove that what they had was really special.” He sighs. “But maybe she’s just making half of it up. That’s always possible.” He looks up from the screen and frowns. “Is it true that your mom sometimes goes a bit wild? That she cuts her paintings to ribbons and that your dad has to give her a sedative?”

I can feel the cold barrel of the gun again.

And at the same time I can picture the ragged pieces of canvas. Sometimes she just cuts away wildly, until all that’s left is scraps. But sometimes she slices the canvas into beautiful strips. I used to roll them up to make colorful bandages for my teddy bear. It’s not true, by the way, that it’s always my dad who has to give her sedatives. I’ve known for years where she keeps her pills.

Seth finally comes out of the restaurant. He’s walking quickly.

“Let’s go,” he says, but I don’t go anywhere. This journalist is talking about my life and I have to know what happens next.

“Is it true that you suffer from OCD?” asks Bastiaan. He’s still speaking Dutch. “Juno says your dad is worried, but that the therapy hasn’t worked. She says your hands … ”

I see his eyes wander and I hide my hands behind my back.

He nods understandingly. “Your dad also told Juno how difficult it is to be tied down. To wake up every morning and to know you have a job and a mortgage and a wife and a daughter, and that you’ll never be free. That you’re a prisoner.”

I know what this Bastiaan guy is doing, but suddenly I don’t care. I’ve had enough.

“Seriously?” I say. “First that asshole says he’s floating all alone among the stars and then he complains about being tied down? And he’s supposed to be a math teacher? The man has a PhD in logic!” My voice is getting louder. “Does that loser really think he’ll never be free of me and my mom? Well, I can put his mind at rest. If he wants, he can be as free as a bird!”

Seth takes hold of my arm.

“Come on,” he whispers urgently. “I thought you didn’t want to speak to this guy?”

I pull myself away.

“Why is everyone allowed to talk except me?” I shout in English. “Why do I have to run away and hide while the rest of the world is ranting away on Twitter? While Juno is giving an interview?” My cat tail is whipping furiously back and forth. The headband with the ears is digging viciously into my scalp. “What the hell was that moron thinking? Wasn’t it enough to lust after some seventeen-year-old? Did he really have to talk to her as well?”

“Emilia … ” says Jim.

“Just let me lose it! What difference does it make anyway? Everyone already knows all about my wretched life.”

“Sure, you can lose it,” says Jim quietly, “but wouldn’t it be better to do it without a journalist around?”

“I don’t understand,” Abby says. “Who was lusting after a seventeen-year-old? Is lusting the same as fucking?”

“Be quiet, Abby,” says Seth.

Cars race past. Passersby just glance at us and then walk on. Maybe they think we’re doing some kind of performance piece, with all these costumes. I’m surrounded by a zombie, a witch, and a skeleton, but I know this isn’t a movie. This is real life.

“So it’s all true? All the things Juno said?” asks Bastiaan. “She also said something about … ”

“Just go away, man!” I yell as loud as I can. “Haven’t you heard enough already? I am really, really mad, just go write that in your newspaper. Emilia de Wit is yelling at the top of her lungs on a sidewalk in New York. She thinks the rest of the world needs to keep its mouth shut and that other people should mind their own business. If they have that much time on their hands, they can go help the hurricane victims!”

I have never been so mad in my entire life. Until this point I was always a black hole. When I got angry, I imploded and thought I was going to die. But it’s different now. One day, I’m going to die. I know that. But not today. I have never felt so loudly, so luminously alive.

“Is there perhaps something you’d like to say to Juno?” asks Bastiaan.

“You still don’t get it, do you? If I want to say something to Juno, then I’ll do just that! I don’t need your help. And those people on Twitter are all twisted and messed up. Let them go tell their wives that they want to set our house on fire and they want to castrate my dad. Why should I read all that stuff online if they’re not going to do it anyway?”

“We’re leaving,” declares Seth. He pulls Abby along with him, but when he sees I’m not coming, he stops again.

I look at Bastiaan. “Now do you get it?”

“Well … ”

“Fuck all those idiots in the Netherlands! I live in New York, and I just survived a hurricane. That is my story.” I’ve been shouting so loud that I’m hoarse, but my voice isn’t trembling anymore. “I’ve dyed my hair and I’m wearing a costume. You see? I’m celebrating Halloween! These clothes have been rotting away in a dress-up box for years, and I haven’t showered since Monday morning, so it looks like I’m doing okay with my OCD. I just flew to New York all on my own. That is my story.”

He rubs his stubbly head. “So when did you … ”

I glare at the sprout farmer and decide the conversation is over.

“Just fuck off,” I say, and I start walking.
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We’ve split up. The zombie and the witch have taken a taxi home. Abby was so tired she could barely stand, and Jim’s finger felt as if he’d just sawed through it.

Seth was already at the open taxi door when I shook my head.

“You guys just go! No way I could sleep now anyway. I need to walk.”

He looked at me and gave his sister the house keys and a twenty-dollar bill. Then he closed the yellow door and stayed behind with me on the sidewalk.

And so now here we are, walking. It’s half past ten at night, but that’s not even bedtime for babies in New York. Cars stand in a line, honking their horns, cameras are flashing, the city is buzzing, and I feel like I could run a marathon. I could kick down fences, climb a building, or perform in one of those musicals where you have to sing and dance at the same time.

I remember when I first read about supernovas. That’s what it’s called when a star explodes. It doesn’t quietly disintegrate; we’re talking about an extreme explosion that shines with the light of a billion suns. When I read the words, I tried to imagine what that must feel like: the light of a billion suns.

And now I know.

“Which newspaper does that journalist write for?” Seth suddenly asks.

The sound of his voice makes me jump, because I’ve been acting as if he doesn’t exist for the past fifteen minutes. As if there’s not a skeleton walking along beside me, as if he can’t see my two faces, as if I don’t care what he thinks of me.

“No idea.”

“But he did tell you his name, didn’t he?” Seth stops. His face is the same color as the bones on his sweater. The muscles in his neck are taut. “If we can track down his boss, we can explain what happened. That the journalist was harassing you and that he didn’t have any right to interview you without your parents there. If we’re quick, we can make sure his article doesn’t … ”

“Seth!” I look at him without blinking. “I don’t care. Let him write about me. I’m not scared anymore.”

“Seriously?”

“You have no idea,” I say slowly, “how wonderful it is not to keep my mouth shut for once.”

He looks at me and I can see there are a thousand things he wants to say. But he doesn’t.

The darkness is coming closer now. We walk past a brightly lit room of ATMs that’s packed with people. They’re lounging on the floor and perched on camping chairs, with laptops balanced on their knees, and are surrounded by power strips and telephones and empty coffee cups. Two tourists are staring in at them. All that’s missing is a sign. “Homo sapiens, subspecies People of Darkness. Please do not knock on the glass.”

“So we’re not going to do anything?” asks Seth. “We’re just going to let that guy do whatever he wants?”

“Yes.”

“And you don’t regret it?”

“No!”

The billion suns are still burning away inside my stomach. I point at the fairy-tale tower with the eagles’ heads that I saw when I got off the bus on Friday. The tip of the tower is covered with golden scales of light now. “That’s my favorite building.”

He doesn’t even look.

“What is it with New York?” I cry. “I only have to look around, and I feel like I’m in love.” I stretch out my arms. “This is a hard, cold, unfair city—and still I’d give at least three fingers to live here.”

He shoves his hands in his pockets and doesn’t say anything.

“Stop being so difficult!” I yell at him. “As long as you hide away inside that capsule of yours, you’ll be unhappy. You understand that, don’t you? One thing’s for sure: You’ll never have any fun in there.”

His eyes are dark. “Like you’re having so much fun out there.”

“Today I am!”

“Seriously? You thought today was fun?”

I think about it and realize that I’ll never forget today. When I’m thirty and fifty and eighty, I’ll still remember the details. Waiting next to a power outlet in an icy-cold, drafty corridor. Checking my emails, surrounded by People of Darkness. The four of us eating in extreme hipster cool. Yelling as loud as I could and having no regrets.

“So didn’t you think it was fun?” I ask. “Would you rather have gone to school? Would you have preferred to stay at home alone in your bedroom?”

“That’s lame. When you put it like that … ”

“But that’s how it is! You just don’t see it, through that fogged-up porthole of yours.”

We cross the street and head into the City of Darkness. The dark is a little less overwhelming than yesterday. Police officers with lights are standing at the intersections, and there’s some kind of firework lying on the street that doesn’t go bang but gives off a fountain of red sparks. I’m glad they’ve realized that the streets are lethal here without stoplights.

But then we pass Union Square and it’s suddenly just as dark as it was yesterday. No police, no red fireworks, nothing. Does Mayor Bloomberg think it’s good enough if just the residents to the north of Union Square survive? Are the people who live here more easily dispensable?

“It’s totally dead down here.” Seth looks around. “The only people still here are the ones with nowhere else to go.”

“Well, it just so happens there’s nowhere else I’d rather be,” I say.

I hear him laugh quietly.

“How could I forget? You’re having the time of your life.” He clears his throat. “But you’re right. I’m glad Abby and I aren’t staying with Bridget. If this has to happen, I want to be here to see it.”

We walk slowly. Sometimes we stop and look up. There’s something magical about it, this metropolis in the dark. It’s cold and absolutely silent, except for the occasional siren in the distance. Dark as pitch, the houses stand out against the sky. Up on the flat roofs are wooden water towers: colossal cylinders on legs, looking ominous in the night.

I breathe in so deeply that I feel the cold tingling in my belly and I can’t help but think about the things my dad said to Juno. About him being so lonely. About waking up every morning with the feeling that he’s tied down.

I can imagine loneliness very well, but not being tied down forever. I’ve known for years that I’m going to move out as soon as I’ve done my final school examinations. I don’t have to live in the same house as them for the rest of my life. I try to imagine how I would feel if I knew that this would never stop. My life as it is now. That this was it. Exactly the same, until my death.

“Where are your mom and dad staying, by the way?” Seth suddenly asks.

I sigh. “With friends. They wanted to book a hotel, but everywhere’s full of movie stars who have escaped the darkness. So they’re staying with some famous sculptor. In the light, of course.”

“And what about you?”

“I’m going to stay with you guys.” He can’t see that I’m looking at him. “At least if you’ll let me … ”

He kicks something.

“Fine by me,” he says neutrally. “And I’m sure my mom won’t mind. She should finally be able to get a flight tomorrow.”

Their mom. I’d been so busy thinking about my own mom and dad that I’d forgotten all about her. Then it hits me. The adults are suddenly closing in from every direction. My mom and dad are already in the city, and their mom will be here soon. In twenty-four hours everything will have changed.

I clench my fists, because I don’t want this to stop. It’s crazy, but I want to live in our hurricane shelter with Seth and Abby and Jim forever. I want to count the hours of daylight and wonder if we have enough drinking water. I’m disgustingly filthy and the bacteria are crawling all over me, but I’m walking here with Seth and, as long as it’s dark, we belong together.

I’m not scared anymore, I’d said, but that’s only true when Seth is looking out at me through his fogged-up porthole. When Jim is telling me about mortgage debt, and when I can sleep next to Abby at night. When the Netherlands is six thousand kilometers away. And when grown-ups keep their noses out of my life.

But tomorrow I’m going to see my dad again. And when I think about that, I’m actually scared to death.
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When I open my eyes the next morning, Abby is looking at me.

“Are you still mad at me?” she whispers. “Because of that message on Twitter?”

I groan. In a few hours’ time, I’ll see my dad again. I wish I hadn’t woken up.

“Remember, you told me to memorize your last name,” Abby says miserably. “And I wanted everyone to know who you were!”

“It’s okay.” I sigh. “People are allowed to know who I am.”

We eat chili con carne for breakfast. There’s one clean pot left, and we use it to heat up the contents of two cans. The heat of the stove is welcome, as the apartment’s getting colder by the day. The man with the wild eyes in Union Square was right: It’s going to freeze.

I wear rubber gloves at breakfast. Abby doesn’t. We both notice but don’t say anything. We’ve become a machine with cogs that fit together perfectly. I give the others some wipes to clean off the rest of the face paint. After four pees, we throw a big bucket of water from the bathtub down the toilet. We fill our bags with chips, chargers, and the last bottle of mineral water, and we head north.

We walk quickly to keep warm, puffing clouds of steam into the morning air. I don’t tell the others how scared I am, but I don’t have to. When one cog’s stiff with nerves, the others feel it. I know I can’t put it off any longer. I have to see my mom and dad today. They’re here now, and anyway I’ve had enough. I don’t want to hide anymore.

So, as soon as I have a signal, I arrange a meeting. By text message, of course. My mom and dad want to see me at the Frick Collection at one p.m. Nora Quinn clearly doesn’t waste any time: By the end of the day she’ll not only be able to check off her daughter, but also the most beautiful museum in the city.

“What now?” Abby asks me. “You don’t need to be there until one … ”

I don’t have to think about it. “The bookstore. I need Wi-Fi.”

The others nod.

Inside the warm bookstore, we plunk down in our own aisle. I start Googling right away, because I have to find out if there’s anything online about a shrieking Emilia de Wit. When I look up, the others are staring at me. Abby knows all about my dad now too. After yesterday evening, I could hardly keep it a secret.

I find Bastiaan Breedveld’s article straightaway. There’s a link to Abby’s photo on Twitter, and at first I can’t look at anything else. A skeleton, a bright green witch, and a cat are all looking into the camera with great big confident grins.

And that superconfident cat is me.

The last time I saw an expression like that on my face was in my passport: I look like I’m really excited about the rest of my life. But the photo on Twitter isn’t from four years ago—it’s from yesterday evening. Fourteen hours ago, I looked like that.

“Is it a disaster?” asks Seth.

I finally stop staring at myself and start reading the article.

Okay, so I’m yelling on a sidewalk in New York. Bastiaan makes a big deal out of the passersby who stop to stare and the honking yellow cabs. There’s plenty of cursing from me, and a few of the quotes aren’t right. But for the first time in my life I’m not invisible anymore.

All my classmates and my teachers—and Juno—are going to read this. While they were at school, I was celebrating Halloween with my American friends. I have an opinion, I’m stamping my feet in the best city on Earth, and Bastiaan says my cat costume is “elegant.”

“What did he write? What did he write?” Abby asks impatiently.

I hold up my cell phone and show them the photo. “That’s how I want to be.”

“Well, that’s how you are,” says Jim. “I’m sometimes a bit less green, but you always look like that, don’t you?”

“Not all the time,” says Seth. “But often enough.”

I look down at my hand. All that’s left of my nasty cut is a long, thin scab.

So my dad’s going to have to read online what his daughter was yelling about him on the street yesterday. About him lusting after a seventeen-year-old. I have no idea what I’m going to say when I see him.

And then I sigh, because the solution is perfectly simple. I just have to yell at him, “Hello? What you did is way, way worse!” And I can scream that a hundred times, for a few years, until I’m eighteen and can leave home.

•   •   •

Thirty-six minutes later. Time is going way more slowly than usual. Abby and I are looking at a book of photographs of New York. She’s doing her best to distract me, so I try to concentrate on the skyscrapers—but I can see my mom’s and dad’s faces floating in front of every picture. I can’t think of anything else.

“Abby!” Seth comes back from the computer books with his cell phone in his hand. “Mom called. She finally managed to get a flight last night and she just landed. She’s coming home.”

“Really? Has she already picked up her luggage?”

He nods and Abby starts dancing wildly down the aisle, in and out and around the People of Darkness.

“Mom’s coming home, Mom’s coming home, Mom’s coming home!”

Her dark braid swishes to and fro as if she’s on a roller coaster; her pink boots make a massive din in the bookstore.

“Did you really miss her that much?” Seth asks.

“Duh!” she says. “Mom’s never, ever been away for so long. And we had a hurricane! It was dark and cold and Emilia screamed and Jim’s finger hurt and Mommy wasn’t there.”

Seth comes and sits next to me while Abby goes on dancing. We just watch her.

“We have to go,” she cries excitedly, and tugs at Seth’s sweater. “I want to be home when she gets there!”

“We can wait a bit longer, you know.”

“But we have to walk all the way back!”

Seth sits there silently. I wonder if it’s dawned on him as well. That our hurricane shelter is over now.

“I want to tell Mom … ” Abby stops dancing. “No. I won’t tell her Jim got us drunk or that Emilia wears gloves to eat and that she yelled at a journalist in the middle of the street.”

Her brother still doesn’t say anything.

“And I won’t talk about Dad. I really won’t. I know it’s not allowed.”

We look at Seth. For a long time, no one moves. And then I do, just a little bit. I’m sitting right beside him, so I can put half my index finger on top of half his index finger without anyone noticing. But he can feel it. I know he can.

It’s a perfect bridge for bacteria, but that doesn’t matter anymore. We’re both as dirty as each other.

“You definitely don’t need to tell her about Jim getting us drunk,” Seth slowly says to Abby. “But you are allowed to talk about Dad. Not today—Mom’s only just gotten home and there’s been a hurricane and she needs to settle in. But after that, when it’s light again, then it’s allowed. Okay, Abby?”

She looks at him with a serious expression. “And what about him not being here anymore? Am I allowed to talk about that?”

Seth nods.

“And about me missing him? And that I’m really good at remembering things, but I’ve forgotten what kind of shoes he wore?”

I press his fingertip with mine. But I don’t think Seth feels it, because he stands up.

“Come on, Abby,” he says. “Let’s go home.”
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Together with Jim, I walk along Fifth Avenue. I was too anxious to stay in the bookstore any longer, and Jim needs to go to the hospital again. I haven’t looked at his hand too closely, but he says there’s pus coming out of his finger. Or something that’s making the bandage wet in any case. That can’t be healthy.

My boots drag across the gray sidewalk. With every step, a little bit of Emilia remains behind in New York. If I just keep going, scraping away my soles and feet and legs and body and head, then I won’t have to think anymore.

I keep trying to imagine what my mom and dad and I are going to say when we see one another. But I can’t. It makes my head ache. I have a stomachache too, so perhaps I should just go with Jim to the hospital. If I have to choose between bacteria and parents, then right now I’ll go for the bacteria.

The only thing that’s not bothering me today is weak and wobbly knees. It’s funny, but I can look at Jim now without getting that feeling. It’s like I’m walking along with my fun, crazy cousin.

“This way,” the crazy cousin suddenly says. He takes hold of my sleeve and pulls me off to one side, up a wide flight of steps. “Maybe the Dutch atheist can still be saved.”

It’s a cathedral. An enormous neo-Gothic building that seems to have come straight from Disney World, but goes almost unnoticed among the skyscrapers. Jim wanders inside as if he’s here to visit a good friend, but I stand there awkwardly. High above my head, arches reach up toward the heavens. The warm air smells of burning candles and dust.

Slowly, I start walking forward, still thinking about my mom and dad. My super-rational parents who never set foot inside a church—except on vacation, because then visiting a house of God is all part of the itinerary.

I look at the stained-glass windows and the organ, but then I forget the building and I can only look at people. The silhouettes I see sitting in the pews in the semidarkness are clearly not tourists. They’re New Yorkers.

They’re people who have just lived through a hurricane.

I slip quietly onto a smooth pew. I see people kneeling and praying. And I see people crying. Real, grown-up people who have come here to cry. God only knows what they’ve lost over the past few days.

I look at them, and for the first time in my atheist life I can imagine what a church can mean to people. Particularly in the past, when the whole world looked like our dark New York does now. In a world like that you’d need a place where the candles are lit. Where it’s warm and where you can cry while the arches listen to you.

I get up and walk slowly to Jim, who’s standing by the racks of candles. I take some money from my bag and light one. You’re probably not supposed to light a candle for yourself, so I look at the flame and decide that it’s for my mom. And for the victims of the hurricane. For Obama, who’s up for reelection next week. And of course for Seth and Jim and Abby. And then I take more money from my bag and light another two candles, because I can’t imagine that God would want to help so many people for just one puny little flame.

Beside me I hear Jim sigh as if all is lost. “What am I doing here?”

“In church?” I whisper. “You know that better than I do.”

“In New York! I can’t work. I don’t have any money to pay the rent, and I don’t even want to think about the hospital bills.”

“Do you really not have a plan?” I ask quietly.

He looks at the sea of flames. “No.”

“Abby does. She’s planning to marry you. She’s going to make tons of money as a surgeon and then you can lie on the couch all day long, talking about the economic crisis.”

He turns around and we leave the church together.

“Did she really say that?” he asks. He looks at the dark clouds. “Fucking hell.”

“Don’t you want to marry her?” I ask casually, but he’s more serious than I’ve ever seen him before.

“That’s exactly what my dad does all day long! He lies on the couch and talks about the crisis.” He looks at me. “Seth and Abby are pretty annoying, huh? They’re so well behaved and they work so hard and have all those big plans they’re always coming up with … ”

I think a moment. “I have no idea what I want to do when I’m older. I don’t even know what I want to do next week … ”

We walk past window displays full of diamonds, watches, and expensive candy.

“And do you know what’s most annoying of all?” says Jim. “That it’s actually pretty cool that Abby knows, even at the age of eleven, that she wants to be a surgeon when she grows up. And that Seth is going to be some head guy at Google or Apple.”

“Really?” I say. “You think that’s cool? You’re way cooler. Neither of them has a leather jacket, their shoelaces are always perfectly tied, and their fingers are all intact. And you still think they’re cool?”

He stops at the corner with the glass cube. On the other side of the street, a line of horse-drawn carriages is waiting. For tourists who want to pretend they’re in a movie.

“Seriously?” he asks. “That’s all there is to me? My leather jacket and my loose shoelaces?”

“That’s not what I meant!”

“I know that,” he says with a smile. And then he sighs. “It’s true. I’m not capable of tying my shoes. I hope one day God will give me the strength to accept that … ”

“The Lord giveth and the Lord taketh away, isn’t that what they say?”

He nods. “God takes fingers and He gives pus.” He looks at the bandage. “I really need to go to the hospital now, or they’ll want to amputate my whole hand. Am I going to see you this evening, or are you staying with those supercool parents of yours?”

My stomachache instantly gets worse. “No idea. Maybe they’ve brought in five police officers and they’re going to drag me off to the airport. But if they haven’t, I’ll come back to the hurricane shelter.”

“Good. Well, say hi to your mom from me. And tell your dad he’s a jerk. He should have kept his mouth shut to Juno and just screwed her.”

“Jim!”

He grins. “I know. I’m a crass loser.” As he starts walking, he holds up his hand to wave. “Good luck, Emilia! I’ll pray for you.”
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What was I actually planning to do? I ask myself as I walk past Central Park to the museum. Last week, all I wanted to do was run away, that much is clear. I wanted to escape from the swamp, and it worked. And then Sandy came along and I could stop thinking.

But what had I intended to do, here in New York? Did I think I could go on renting an apartment here on my own forever? Had I really thought my parents would just forget about me? Of course not. But I don’t know what I was thinking either.

I know what I’m thinking now, though.

It was crazy to come here. I should have just stayed in the Netherlands. Then I could have ignored my dad for months before starting—maybe, just maybe—to speak the occasional sentence to him. Beginning with “It’s cold today,” and moving on to “Is there any apple juice left?” and ending with “I passed my final school exams. Bye.”

But now, because I ran away, there’s going to be a Conversation. Which is an absolute disaster, because we never have Conversations. We just don’t do it. When my dad becomes school principal or my mom sells a painting to the sheikha of Qatar for a crazy price, then we nod at each other. And when my mom cuts a canvas to pieces or I start to hyperventilate, then we sigh briefly. But we never Talk.

Until today, that is.

I can see the museum already. It’s not time yet, but I head inside. I’m more nervous than I was at Immigration. They had no idea who I was. But the people I’m going to see now, they do know me. The people I’m going to see now think they know me better than anyone else in the world. And I have to tell them they’ve got it wrong.

The Frick Collection isn’t a big museum. It’s an impressive building, but in 1915 it was simply a house that belonged to one pretty wealthy gentleman. And you can still see that it was once a home. You don’t walk around bare galleries, but through the dining room and the sitting room and through Mr. Frick’s study. And it just so happens that there are world-famous paintings on the walls.

I wander around the rooms without seeing anything. My feet sink into the thick carpet, but I hardly notice. I am Emilia. A scared little girl. A sexy cat. I sleep next to Jim, next to Abby, I am the daughter of a sleazy school principal, I am a girl who stands on the sidewalk, swearing at the top of her voice, and exploding with the light of a billion suns—I don’t know who I am anymore.

And then I’m in the courtyard and I see my mom sitting on a marble bench by the pool.

She’s alone. She’s wearing the green dress I like so much, and her red hair is in a complicated bun. She looks up and sees me standing there.

“Darling!”

As I walk over to her, her gray-green eyes watch me. We don’t hug. Suddenly, I feel again how incredibly filthy I am. Thanks to my seven packages of antibacterial wipes, I’m still way cleaner than Seth and Jim and Abby. But compared to Nora Quinn, I’m a prehistoric gunkmonster.

“You’ve dyed your hair!” she cries.

“It’s greasy.” I don’t touch it with my hands. “I haven’t washed it since Monday morning.”

She looks at me as if she’s studying a painting. For a long time, with a frown on her face. And then she nods. “That color suits you.” She glances around. “Have you had a look at the museum already? I got here early, because I wanted to take my time. Did you see the Holbeins? And the miniatures from Limoges? Breathtaking!”

“Where’s Dad?”

She sighs. “He’s in bed with a migraine. He’s hardly slept for the past week, and he finally collapsed a couple of hours ago. I closed the curtains and left him there.”

I take a step back. “Hey, don’t expect me to feel sorry for him.”

“There’s no need.”

Light falls in through the glass ceiling. The fountain splashes.

“I don’t get it,” I say. “Why aren’t you furious with him? Why don’t you want to leave him?”

She frowns. “Have you really managed to acquire an American accent within a week?”

“Maybe.” I put my chin in the air, Abby-style. “I have American friends here and we do everything together. The four of us are sharing an apartment and yesterday we celebrated Halloween at a Thai restaurant. And we all wore costumes. Including me.”

She studies me again for a while, and then she starts to laugh. “Do you know something? I think it was a good idea of yours to go to New York.”

“So do I! But Dad … ”

“Darling, we’re in the most beautiful museum in the world! Shall we talk tomorrow about how terrible it all is and how badly your father has behaved? Right now I’d like to show you a Vermeer.”

Her fingers are moving as if she’s holding a paintbrush. Impatiently. With determination and longing. I’m no match for her.

No, I’m not feeling sorry for myself. I don’t want to be a match for her. I just wish I were a little more like her. That I had a talent that everything else had to give way to. Then I wouldn’t have any more doubts. Then I’d know who I was.

I don’t say anything else, but let her lead me around the galleries.

For days I’ve thought about nothing but my most basic needs. My stomach and my phone had to be fed—that was my life. And now it’s my soul’s turn. I forget Out and About with a Plug and let the fiery colors, the wonderful pictures, and ancient stories wash over me. I remember that there’s more to life than popcorn, disinfectant wipes, and power.

I listen to her in absolute silence, because it doesn’t often happen that my mom gives me her undivided attention. Usually, there are at least two museum directors and three reviewers running around her. But this time she’s telling her story just to me. And when Nora Quinn talks about a painting, you understand it. You feel it.

“Can you imagine?” she cries excitedly. “Frick had this particular gallery built specially for his paintings. In the evening, when he was finished with his work, he’d walk on his own around the masterpieces. As dusk fell outside, he’d quietly look at Rembrandt and Vermeer.”

“Jim needs to hear about this,” I say. “He thinks people nowadays are rich. But this Frick guy could just create his own museum.”

My mom sighs. “Imagine what it must be like to live in New York. To be able to come here every week.”

“To have a burrito at Dos Toros every week,” I say. “To know the fairy-tale tower with its silver scales like the back of your own hand. To have a picnic with a view of the Statue of Liberty. To live in Seth and Jim and Abby’s city.”

“To be able to walk over to the Guggenheim before you start work … ” She beams. Her silk dress swishes.

I look at her, and I know this is how I want things to be. If anyone should be furious about what my dad’s done and someone should keep smiling, then this is the right way around. Me furious, and my mom smiling.

The other way around would be unbearable.
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I am sitting on my own in a taxi on the way into the darkness. At the end of the afternoon, my mom wanted me to go with her to the place where they were staying, but I said I couldn’t. I had to go back to the place where I was staying.

She looked at me for a long time. I tensed all my muscles to run away if she tried to grab me. But Nora Quinn doesn’t grab ahold of people. And fortunately, she hadn’t thought of bringing along five police officers to drag me off to the airport.

Finally, she nodded, like a queen who was not amused.

“Fine,” she said in a chilly tone. “You can stay there one more night. And then you can stop acting up and come back to me and your father.”

I didn’t promise anything.

•   •   •

I pay the driver with money that the unamused queen gave me, and he leaves me behind in the night. For the first time, it’s a bit less dark, because the sky is clear. The moon is shining. I can see stars in the middle of New York.

I put down the plastic bag with the mineral water in it and rub my hands. Now I have to wait. It was a risk returning to the hurricane shelter, because I don’t know for certain that I’ll get in. Seth and Abby were in such a hurry to get home this morning that we didn’t agree what was going to happen this evening.

I hope they remember the arrangement we had on Tuesday: Open the front door every fifteen minutes after dark. But maybe they’re not even home. Maybe they’re eating out with their mom or staying somewhere else. I sit down on the sidewalk and put my hands in the pockets of the moss-green coat. Half an hour, I tell myself. I can wait for half an hour. If no one’s come downstairs by then, I have to find a cab and go to my mom and dad. Then it really is all over.

I watch the time pass on my cell phone. And then, after thirteen minutes, the front door opens.

“Seth!”

He’s standing in the doorway with a flashlight. I get up and take a step forward.

We don’t fall into each other’s arms, but it feels awkward all the same.

“We didn’t arrange anything!” I cry. “I was sitting here in front of a closed door and I was wondering if I should give up and … ” I’m a bit out of breath. “But of course your mom’s home now and maybe she doesn’t want me to … ”

He shakes his head. “She went to stay with Bridget uptown. She wanted us all to go, but Abby had a fit. She insisted on staying with you and Jim, and she got so hysterical that Mom eventually gave in.”

“So the hurricane shelter is still in business?”

He laughs. “Yeah. We’re still open.”

As I follow him up the stairs, almost stumbling when I hear something mousy dashing about, which might in fact be a mouse, I feel as if I’m someone who matters. As if people who hear about my life would be happy to swap with me. This afternoon, I was walking around the most beautiful museum in New York with Nora Quinn. Then we got a pastrami sandwich at a diner. And now I’m back home with my friends.

“Emilia!” Abby waves enthusiastically at me from the couch. “We’ve been waiting forever—I was so scared you’d never come back … ”

Jim grins. “I gave up on you long ago, but Seth kept dashing downstairs in the dark to see if you were there. Without him you’d have been standing outside all night, that’s for sure.”

I glance at Seth and then down at the floor. Without Seth I’d have been standing outside all week.

Jim and Abby are sitting close together under a blanket. Seventeen tea lights are lit around them, and the radio is on. It looks nice and Christmassy, but it’s desperately cold in the apartment, and it smells like baked-on chili con carne.

“Was your dad still being dumb?” asks Abby. “Was he sending text messages all the time you were trying to talk to him?”

“I only saw my mom. But that was okay.” I remember us sitting together in the gleaming diner. As if we were just a couple of hungry people.

“If you wrap yourself in plastic from head to toe,” says Jim, “you can come under the blanket with us.”

“Plastic?”

“Duh,” says Abby. “Bacteria!” I drop down onto the couch beside her. I don’t need to keep my millions of bacteria inside the plastic with me. Let the little critters hop onto the others instead.

“And what about me?” asks Seth. “I was sitting there!”

I slide closer to Abby. “Go on, then. Sit down.” I point at the corner. “There’s enough space for you.”

He hesitates.

“Who has hygiene issues now? You can come sit next to me, can’t you?”

Abby sighs. “It’s not bacteria he’s scared of. It’s girls!”

“Very wise,” says Jim.

Without looking at me, Seth sits down beside me. He only just fits. We pull the blanket to our chins and Seth turns up the radio.

First we listen to the news. As the four of us sit there snugly on the couch, we hear about looting in neighborhoods without power, fights for gasoline, and people having to stand in line for hours to get food.

We listen in silence to the story about a mother who tried to run from the hurricane with her sons on Monday evening. When her car got stuck in the mud, she decided to continue on foot, carrying her younger son and holding the other by the hand. But an ice-cold tidal wave snatched both children from her arms, and the current swept the boys away. The mother spent all night looking for her children, but she never found them.

The police finally located their bodies this morning.

Abby holds my hand tight under the blanket. Her fingers are cold.

On the other side, I can feel Seth’s shoulder against mine. His thigh against mine. Hey, just imagine, I think. If I’d sat down next to Jim, I’d be touching a movie star. All my friends would have been seriously jealous.

But then I realize something strange. Something that makes me a little short of breath.

I wouldn’t rather be sitting beside Jim. Even if I’d been able to choose, I’d have sat here. Next to Seth.

We don’t move. We just listen.

The guy on the radio asks what kind of music has gotten us through the past few days. He wants to hear which songs we’d like him to play on this cold, dark evening, and people start calling in. They tell their stories, and I feel the same thing I felt by that white camping table with the power strips. A sense of connection with people I’ve never met. We don’t know one another, but we’ve been through the same experience.

As soon as the callers say which part of the city they’re in, we know: He’s in the dark too. She’s cold as well. They’ve been busy wandering the city and surviving for the past few days, just like us.

A girl of fifteen calls from SoHo—that’s our neighborhood. She says she’s wrapped up in blankets with her parents and her bulldog on the big bed, and that she wants the DJ to play Bob Marley’s “Three Little Birds.” We listen to the song cheerfully telling us that every little thing gonna be all right. I want to believe it.

“I don’t get it,” whispers Abby. “How can those people be calling from the darkness?”

“On a landline,” says Seth. “They’re still working.”

“That’s strange, isn’t it? When there’s a hurricane, we need candles, a radio, and a landline. People from the Middle Ages were better at surviving than us!”

The next caller is from the West Village. We nod sympathetically. Yes, it’s dark there too. A man with a quiet voice says that his wife is eight months pregnant and over the past few weeks she’s been playing Tchaikovsky’s “Autumn Song” to the baby, so the baby would recognize something when it came out of her tummy.

On Monday evening, as Sandy raged, they were playing “Autumn Song” to their unborn child when the power failed. The baby hasn’t heard any music at all for three days now, so the man hopes the radio station will play the piece for them.

Of course the radio station will.

“It’s so weird,” I whisper, “that this is really happening now, right at this moment. A kilometer away, that man and his wife are listening in the dark. With candles and with blankets around their shoulders.”

“I wish it was always like this,” Abby says quietly. “That we all did the same thing at the same time.”

“Try going shopping on a Saturday,” says Jim.

Bright piano music fills the dark room. I feel the warmth of Seth’s arm and let the notes wash over me. I’ve never listened so closely to classical music before. Sometimes my mom plays Mozart while she’s painting, but I like words, and I miss them when they’re not there.

This time, though, I make up the words myself. I listen to “Autumn Song” and hear the story of that man with the quiet voice and his wife with her big belly. I hear candles burning in the darkness, I hear people crying in the church, I hear the calm after the storm, I hear my mom looking at Vermeer, I hear my dad lying in a darkened room waiting for the pain to go. I hear the bacteria gently swaying to the music, and I imagine them holding tiny little cell phones in the air with their tiny little bacteria arms.

If only I had a tiny phone, I’d join in.

Or maybe not. Because then I’d have to move my arm and I wouldn’t feel Seth’s warmth anymore.
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On Friday morning I wake up shivering. It’s as cold inside the apartment as it is outside. The bathroom stinks, the water in the bathtub is almost gone, there are crumbs everywhere, and the stove is covered with splashes. It’s a miracle we’re still alive. We don’t even have colds.

Seth searches through all the kitchen cabinets and discovers a baking dish that still seems fairly clean. We pour two cans of soup into it and put the dish on the stove. I hold my hands to the heat as Seth stirs the soup. Since yesterday evening, I haven’t dared to look at him.

“I have a kind of … announcement to make,” Jim says.

He stinks the worst of all of us, partly because he’s been wearing the same clothes for four days. All his clothes were dirty when Sandy hit, and the Laundromat has obviously been closed ever since.

“It’s pretty lame and sad, I know. But I’ve made up my mind.” He takes a deep breath. “I’m going back to Detroit.”

“For the weekend?” asks Abby.

“Forever.”

We just stare at him.

“I mean … ” He puts a spoonful of peanut butter into his mouth. “There’s no way I’m staying there for the rest of my life. But it’s going to be months before I can work again, with this hand, and I have ten dollars in my account.” He shrugs. “So I’m going back to my mom and dad. And back to school. Because that’s something I can do with eight fingers. It’s extremely boring, I know. And embarrassing.”

“Seriously?” asks Seth. “You’re going back to school?”

“Ridiculous, huh?” Jim sighs. “But adults think a diploma means everything. And now I finally get how it works. You have to follow their rules for a while to start with. Live with their killer robots and atom bombs and the wheel. And then, when you’ve been good and gotten an education, when they think you’ve been deactivated, you strike. And then you can change the world.”

“But we don’t want the world to change!” Abby cries desperately. “Everything should stay just as it is.” She takes hold of Jim’s arm as if she’s planning never to let him go.

I go sit at the counter and don’t say anything.

Jim looks at me. “Aren’t you proud of me? Don’t you think I’ve become admirably wise and mature?”

“If you want to be all boring and good, then go ahead,” I snap.

He raises his eyebrows. “You asked me yesterday if I had a plan.”

“But that was so I could hear that you didn’t have one! We were the people without plans—remember? But then you suddenly decided to be all sensible!” I can feel something trembling in my stomach. “In two hours, I’ll be seeing my dad again. So what do you want? For me to be all grown-up too? For me to forgive him and for all of us to go back to the Netherlands as a happy little family?”

“That’s different,” he says calmly.

The soup comes to a boil. As Seth fills four mugs, everyone is quiet. The first spoonful burns my tongue.

“My dad,” says Jim, “is a loser who drinks too much and my mom is a sweetheart who cheats on him with God. But they’ve never done anything to hurt me. Not like your dad with his text messages, I mean. You have every right to be mad. I don’t.” He sighs. “And I’m two years older than you. It’s about time I tied my shoelaces.”

“But they’re cool!” says Abby. She kicks my chair. “And people who leave are dumb.”

“Megadumb,” I say.

She looks at me angrily. “What are you going to say to your dad? When you see the weirdo, what are you going to say? Do you know already?”

I shake my head.

“You don’t have a plan?” asks Seth.

“Of course not! What do you think?” I put down my spoon and hold out my empty hands. “You guys can come up with one. You know what he did. Make a plan for me. What should I say to him?”

I would never ask my friends in the Netherlands anything like that. God, those girls seem so far away right now. Since Bastiaan’s article was in the paper, they’ve known I’m in New York. They’ve sent me messages full of exclamation points and little yellow faces, but I haven’t even answered.

Now that I’m on the other side of the ocean, I can see how dumb it really is. The way you end up in a class with thirty other kids and you have to put up with them. Those thirty kids are your life. If you’re lucky, some of them will be your best friends. But if you’re unlucky, you’ll be in a classroom full of vague acquaintances for years. Acquaintances you really don’t want to ask for advice about how to live your life.

Jim takes another spoonful of peanut butter. Seth wrinkles his forehead, and Abby licks her mug empty as far as her tongue will reach.

“I know,” she says. “You have to pay attention to what kind of shoes he’s wearing. So that you remember forever. And even if you have a good memory, you need to write it down. To be on the safe side.”

“Okay,” I say. “I’ll pay attention.” I mean it.

“Tell him he’s an asshole,” says Jim. “Tell him he had no right to do something like that to you and your mom. Tell him to keep his paws off his students and yell at him like you did with that journalist. Show him you’re not a scared little girl anymore.”

I clear my throat and nod. And then I look at Seth.

“Just ask him,” he says. “Why he did it. Ask him if it was a zero or a one. Or something in between.”
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For the first time since Sandy, the sun’s shining. It’s icy cold and bright, and New York looks stunning. Even the streets without power are boldly gleaming away.

I don’t know if it’s the sun, but suddenly there are more people out and about. In front of a dark soup shop there’s a wooden table with big pans and happy people. “Free chili!” they call. “Take a croissant or a doughnut too—all free!”

On the next block, a café has put out all the stock that was in the freezer. They’re giving away fruit and chocolate cakes and sandwiches. I don’t take anything, of course, because I understand perfectly well what’s going on. These restaurants held on to their food for as long as they possibly could. Even if the lights and the refrigeration come back on now, they can’t sell those cakes to customers. And so they’re letting us have it for free.

The others grin and gobble down chocolate cake as I study the cast-iron facades. I feast my eyes on the pillars and the rusty fire escapes, and suddenly I think: What if I became an architect? You have to be good at math and physics, but you’re secretly an artist too. You don’t just provide someone with a roof over their head, you also create something for their soul.

Well, at least for the souls that need that kind of thing. Some souls aren’t interested in buildings and would rather stuff three stale cakes into their mouths, one after another.

When we start walking again, Jim is still looking anxiously at his phone to see if there’s a signal yet. Now that he’s decided to go back to Detroit, he wants to tell his parents as soon as possible. So that he can’t change his mind.

I look at the boy with the bandaged hand and the model’s face that he doesn’t want to use for modeling. I think his plan is brave, but also dangerous. What if you take off your leather jacket and tie your laces and suddenly you’re just like everyone else? What if you discover that you can make lots of money by working with killer robots and iffy mortgages? And so you just go on doing that, without changing the world?

Isn’t that basically what happened to all adults? They just surrendered and joined in.

•   •   •

“You guys go ahead,” says Jim when our cell phones start beeping. “I’m going to call my mom and dad.” He sighs. “Hey, how about we abolish parents too, when we’re older?”

“No,” says Abby fiercely. “Parents will definitely not be abolished.”

Jim grins. “Maybe Obama can at least order that they’re only allowed to be on for three hours a day. Even that would make a big difference.” He looks at me. “Don’t just fly back home to the Netherlands, okay? I want to know how it all turns out. You have to tell me before you go home. Promise?”

I nod, clear my throat, and then just nod again.

As I walk on with Seth and Abby, I look back only once. Jim raises his bandaged hand in a wave. “Good luck, Emilia. If you can survive a hurricane, you can face anything!”

•   •   •

We have another twelve streets to go before we reach the happy park I saw from the bus on my first day. I told my mom yesterday that’s where I want to meet my dad.

It was ridiculous. It felt like I was meeting up with some kind of criminal. I instinctively wanted to meet outside. Somewhere with a lot of people, somewhere I can escape if I have to.

“Do you want to walk the last bit on your own?” asks Seth.

I shake my head. I don’t want any more time to think.

We cross Thirty-Eighth Street. Walk the entire length of the block without saying anything. Then across Thirty-Ninth Street. Shouting people, crowded souvenir stores, steamy kebab carts.

And then we reach Fortieth Street. The park’s on the other side of the street. Yellow trees, glass stalls for the Christmas market.

Seth hesitates, and suddenly I don’t care anymore. He’s probably thinking about the websites he’s going to build as soon as the power outage is over, and I’m sure he’d lose interest in me if he knew me for any longer than a week, but it still hasn’t been a week yet. And I need him. I take hold of his hand.

“You guys have to come all the way to the park with me.” I don’t look at him. “Please?”

The three of us cross the street together, in a line. Seth’s hand isn’t sticky. It’s warm and dry, and I don’t know if I’ve ever been so aware of feeling a hand. Until now I’ve only ever felt the bacteria.

The ice rink isn’t working, almost certainly because of Sandy. But the glass houses selling Christmas stuff are open. We walk past herbal soaps and dancing Santas and socks with dogs on them. The paths are busy, but I hold on to Seth’s and Abby’s hands. One member of our boy band happens to be missing right now, but people can still see we belong together. They step aside for us.

In the middle of the park there are green tables and folding chairs beside an empty fountain. And that’s where they’re sitting.

My mom looks completely at ease, as if she’s on some desert island. Her red hair is blowing in the wind and she’s wearing a beautiful black coat with a collar that’s a work of art in its own right.

My dad’s sitting next to her. I hardly recognize him because he looks exactly the same as all those times we cycled along the river and gazed at the stars from our roof. In my mind I’d made him look much more like a criminal, some sleazy porn producer with claws and drool.

There are lots of things you can say about my dad, but not that he looks like a porn producer.

He’s wearing one of his seven pairs of corduroy pants. His hair is thinning on top, and he looks like a guy who goes bird-watching on the weekend. He’s nervous. I can see that even from a distance.

They’ve spotted me now too. They’re looking at me as if I’m not only their daughter, but also someone else. Someone they don’t know, but someone who matters. Their boss’s boss. A doctor who’s going to tell them if there’s any chance of recovery. I squeeze two hands. Two hands squeeze back.

We walk to the fountain and stand there in front of the green table. I watch my dad looking at my dark hair and then at my hands. He hasn’t seen me touch anyone for the past three years. All around us, the tourists are laughing and yelling. Four of us have no idea what to do next, but luckily Abby’s there.

“I’m Abby Greenberg,” she says solemnly. She looks at my mom. “And you’re Nora Quinn. I memorized your name in case Emilia collapsed and was unconscious.” And then she looks at my dad. “Emilia told me what you did. I’m glad to see you’re wearing nice shoes. But I’m still really mad at you.”

“Let’s leave,” whispers Seth.

Abby goes on looking at my dad. “Your daughter has plans for you. But first I have one thing to say: Emilia is awesome. And she’s my friend.”

I have no idea why she feels the need to say that, but it sounds fantastic. Like she’s a mafia don threatening that if anything at all happens to Emilia, he’ll chop whoever’s responsible into tiny little pieces and throw them in the East River.

“Emilia is almost my sister. On Wednesday night we ate from the same bowls, even though there are more bacteria living in your mouth than there are people on this planet. Are you going to remember that?”

My dad nods.

“Okay,” says Abby. “Good luck.”

I feel the two hands disappear. Seth nods at me, almost imperceptibly, and then brother and sister walk away between the Christmas stalls. I can see them for another eight seconds and then New York swallows them up.

I’m alone with my parents.
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Now we’re free to give one another long, meaningful looks and experience all our emotions. But I’m not in the mood.

“Did you see the article?” I ask my dad. I speak to him in Dutch, because that’s our language. My mom leans back. She understands what I’m saying, but she doesn’t feel that I’m talking to her now.

“That article by Bastiaan Breedveld,” I say. “About me being dressed as a cat and yelling on the sidewalk.”

“I read it yesterday evening.”

Even his voice is still the same. He sounds like a bird-watcher, not like a porn producer. An old, tired bird-watcher who hasn’t spotted any new birds for a long time. The only new one he saw cost him almost everything.

“Okay,” I say. “Then think about that article. Remember all the things I yelled when I was standing there on the sidewalk, and imagine I just said them to you now. That’ll save me half an hour of screaming. But everything I said is true. That really is what I think.”

I can see he’s doing exactly as I say. With mathematical precision, he’s running through everything I said in that piece.

“You saw the photo too?” I ask. “From Abby’s Twitter account? There was a link.” He nods.

“That’s what I look like when you two aren’t around.” The billion suns are smoldering away in my chest. The three of us are sitting together on that desert island. I don’t see the Christmas market anymore.

My dad clears his throat. “In that article, you suggest some terrible things.” He leans over to me. “Surely you don’t think that I … ”

“I have no idea! I don’t know what you got up to with … ” I can’t even say her name. “… what you got up to with her.”

He looks at me with an expression that I don’t recognize.

“Do you really think I touched her?” he asks. “My student? A girl of seventeen? I never laid a finger on her!”

“But on the Internet … ”

“On the Internet, people rant and rave without knowing what they’re talking about! I wanted to tell you my side of the story, but you wouldn’t listen. And then you just left … ”

“Fine!” I snap. “So you didn’t touch her. But you did send her sixty-seven extremely embarrassing text messages. And you told her all about Mom and me. It’s like someone read my diary to the whole world. Suddenly, everyone knows all about us. No, not everything—only the bad stuff. Everything that’s wrong. And it’s going to be on the Internet forever now.”

His hands are shaking. “I made some terrible mistakes,” he whispers. “I know I can’t make it up to you. It’s unforgivable. I really don’t know how I ever … ”

I look at him and I think: So this is my dad.

“Stop feeling sorry for yourself,” I say. “I have one question for you. Why did you do it?”

He sweeps his thin hair to one side. I know the brain beneath that hair better than any other brain in the world. For me, my dad was what a mother is for most other children. My mom’s changed maybe five diapers in her life. He did everything else. He put me to bed, took me to school, to art lessons.

“But you’re only fifteen … ” He shakes his head. “I can’t. I really can’t. These aren’t things you can talk to your daughter about.”

“Grow up,” I say. “I just survived a hurricane without the two of you. People have died, and I haven’t showered since Monday morning. I’m old enough to hear it. So why don’t you explain?”

“What I did to the two of you … It’s terrible … ”

“We’re well aware of that!”

My mom doesn’t say anything. She just sits watching her husband and her daughter.

“Let’s say it’s a mathematical problem,” I say. “And I don’t get it. So help me understand. What kind of equation was it? What was the value of x? What was y?”

He looks at the skyscrapers around us. The park is a small green rectangle surrounded by huge, magnificent buildings. An enormous tower of reflective glass, a dark brown building with golden trim, the angular Empire State Building in the distance.

“I had … a kind of crush on her,” he says. “Like with a movie star. For no good reason, but it was overwhelming. I thought she was stunning. I couldn’t take my eyes off her.”

I think about Jim. How perfectly his blond hair falls over his sculpted forehead. How handsome I thought he was before I knew him—when he was still a movie star and not just Jim.

“I knew I had to get a grip on myself,” says my dad, “that I simply had to wait for the feeling to subside. Irrational notions like that soon pass. But then she needed extra help in math, and suddenly we were spending time together. We had conversations. She listened to me. I thought she was genuinely interested. And for the first time in a long while I felt a little less lonely … ”

My mom still hasn’t moved. She’s looking at the tops of the trees.

“So what are you trying to say?” I ask my dad. “That this was our fault?”

“No! Of course not. Absolutely not.” He hesitates. “But sometimes it wasn’t easy, you know that. Our family is … ” He looks at my mom, and then at the ground.

“What do you mean?” I ask angrily. “You know how our life works. I wasn’t even there when the agreement was made and I know. I keep to it, don’t I? It’s not that difficult, is it?”

“What agreement?” he asks in confusion.

“The one about our life! For Mom, it’s her paintings that take first place. And for us, Mom comes in first place. If you make an agreement like that, you can’t start complaining later that you’re lonely!”

My mom’s gray-green eyes suddenly refocus on the scene around her. She looks at me. “Darling! What on earth are you talking about?”

“I don’t mind,” I say. “I get it. Your paintings come first. Not many people have your kind of talent. I want you to paint, and so does Dad. We’re proud of you. I just think it’s stupid of Dad to start complaining about being so lonely. And to say that he’s fucking floating on his own among the stars.”

She sighs. “We’re all floating on our own among the stars. You have to accept that. And if, during the course of your life, you find a few people who float alongside you, somewhere within hearing distance, then you should be happy.” She smiles at me. “For me, that’s the two of you, Emilia. Without you two, I could never paint. You come first and then the paintings.”

I look at her and I love her. I know it’s not true. Without us, she’d slowly get back on her feet and make fantastic art. Without painting, she’d just stay in bed.

I look at my dad. “Idiot.”

“You’re right. He is an idiot,” says my mom. “No doubt about it. But everyone makes mistakes. Sometimes big ones. And of all the people I know, he’s still the one who’s made the fewest.” She stands up. “Now, shall we just enjoy New York? I’m finally on the other side of the ocean again after twenty years. I want to see the city!”

I’m not surprised. Sometimes she plays dirty—she always has, ever since I was born. She takes advantage of being a temperamental artist. Her talent is her get-out-of-jail-free card, and she plays it whenever it suits her.

“Sit down,” I say. “We’re not done yet.”

I wait until she sulkily sits back down.

“What do the two of you think? That we can just shrug our shoulders and say, ‘Oh, it is what it is. People make mistakes, let that be the lesson for today.’ Jesus, this isn’t school! This isn’t a ‘learning experience.’ ”

My mom shrugs and the work-of-art collar goes up and down. “If you don’t want to learn this time, there’ll be other opportunities.”

“But this isn’t just a little mistake!” I shout. “This is our entire life that’s been destroyed. People on the Internet wish we were dead. Dad’s lost his job and no one’s ever going to give him another one. And I’ll be damned if I’m going back to that school!”

“I know I’ve done an incredible amount of damage,” says my dad. “But what do you want from me, Emilia?”

“I want to stay here.”

“You know that’s not realistic.” He sounds almost fawningly polite. “Sweetheart, you’re fifteen. You can’t live here on your own, and you know how attached your mom is to our house and her studio and … ”

“There’s nothing I’d like more,” says Nora Quinn calmly.

“What?” he says.

“I’d love to live in New York. If Emilia’s happy here and … And just imagine! Then I could go to the Frick every week.”
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We let my mom play her get-out-of-jail-free card. We gave her some time off. She doesn’t have to take part in the Conversation anymore and she can explore the city.

I walk with my dad to Grand Central, because he asked for a tour. Seriously, he wants to see the route I’m going to describe in Out and About with a Plug. He wants to hear all about the hurricane and about how I’ve spent the past week.

If I didn’t know better, I’d think he was playing dirty too. That he’s hoping I’ll start to like him again if he acts interested enough. But I know him too well for that. He’s not faking it. He really does want to know everything. He wants to hear all about Seth and Jim and Abby, and he wants to see the power outlets.

So I walk with him along the cold and drafty corridor beside the platforms. Together we stand looking at that one power outlet low down on the wall. I stare at it until everything turns hazy.

You can’t compare people’s misery. But if you look down at the earth from space, then Hurricane Sandy made more of an impact than my dad’s sixty-seven text messages. I know that. And while I’m telling him about the wrecked houses and the mom with the sons who drowned, I can even feel it a bit. While I was in the dark, the swamp has gotten a little smaller. It’s still there, but there are new parts to it now. Hard rocks. Grassy earth that doesn’t stink, where the ground feels firm beneath your feet.

I know that’ll change if we go back to the Netherlands. The Netherlands is still one big swamp. They’ll look at me, whisper about me, point at me. Even if we move to another town. Even if I go to another school.

What the truth is, what really happened, if he really touched Juno, none of that matters to them. Only the stories count. And they’ll be on the Internet forever.

•   •   •

“Do you see that building?” I point at the tower with its silver scales and eagles. “Imagine living in the same city as that skyscraper … ”

My dad shakes his head. He doesn’t want to hear anything about living in New York. He refuses to talk about it. But he has to.

“If we move here,” I say, “it’ll solve all our problems.”

“It’s not possible,” he says immediately.

“Yes, it is! This is one of those mathematical models that solves everything in one elegant swoop. If one part isn’t right, the whole model is invalid. And you have to discard it. But this is completely right. It’s watertight.”

“Real life doesn’t work like that.”

I stop by the stone lions in front of the library. They look very regal in the sun.

“If you want to leave us,” I say, “then you should do that. Mom and I will move to New York, just the two of us. We’re not holding you prisoner. You shouldn’t think that you’re tied down. In fact, you’re absolutely free.”

I manage to stay calm only by yelling “Loser!” inside my head as I’m looking at him. Loser who feels that he’s trapped. Big baby who’s crying because he’s floating through the universe all alone.

He looks very serious. “I’ve thought through all the possibilities over the past few days. I don’t want to leave you. Not at all. Not in the slightest. If I was convinced it’d be better for you if I went—after everything that’s happened, I mean—then I’d do it. But I don’t actually think you and Nora could … ” He clears his throat. “Is that what you want? Just you and your mom?”

I remember the colorful toy bandages I used to make from strips of sliced-up paintings, and I shake my head.

My dad takes a deep breath. He looks at the white lion beside him and pats its stone fur.

“In the Netherlands,” I say, “they’ll never forget who we are. And New York is the greatest city on Earth. You could look for a job here, I could go to a school where no one knows me, and Mom could visit a different museum every day.”

A bride and groom are having their photograph taken on the sweeping steps in front of the library. They look happy in the sunshine.

“You have no idea how complicated it would be,” says my dad. “America isn’t a country you can just decide to move to. You need a green card, and it’s really expensive to live in New York, and … ”

“You’re ruining everything! Again!” I yell. I go and stand in front of him. “Imagine there’s something you could do to put things right between us—after what you did with Juno. All those dumb text messages and calling her the brightest star in the heavens when you always said that was me.”

He winces. “Emilia … ”

I don’t give him a chance to act all sorry for himself again. “Imagine there was something you could do. Would you be prepared to do it?”

The lines running across his forehead like a graph are deeper than I’ve ever seen them before. He’s an exhausted bird-watcher. One who might be happiest to lie down forever in a silent dip in the dunes.

“You know I’d do anything within my power,” he says wearily.

“Promise me this, then,” I say. “Promise that we’ll find out if it’s possible. Promise me we’ll try.”

He nods.

I look at him and hope I never fall in love with the wrong person. I hope I’ll never, ever make a mistake that destroys other people’s lives. Because when you destroy other people’s lives, you want to go lie in a dip in the dunes and become invisible. And that’s something I really, really don’t want to do.

I want to be in New York. I want to live.
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For the last time, I walk on my own back to the darkness. I don’t know how long I can continue to play the my-dad-behaved-really-badly-so-now-I-can-do-whatever-I-like card, but it worked today at least.

I ate a burger for lunch, with the pitiful bird-watcher. Then we went to a movie because the Conversation had gone on for long enough, and then we met my mom for high tea at the Plaza Hotel. And now I’m going back to the night, all on my own.

My mom and dad wanted to come with me to meet Seth and Abby and thank them for taking good care of me. My answer was, courtesy of Jim: No fucking way. As soon as I said it, I started to wave the my-dad-behaved-really-badly-so-now-I-can-do-whatever-I-like card around, because until a week ago I’d been a model daughter who had never cursed out loud in her entire life.

But yeah. This is something I have to do on my own.

I didn’t take a cab, because I need some cold evening air. I have to be able to breathe before I say good-bye to our hurricane shelter. And to Abby. And Seth.

I told my dad that all our problems would be solved if we moved, but I have no idea if that’s really true. Imagine having to go to school here. Are American schools really like the ones in the movies? With a rigid pecking order of cheerleaders and emo kids and honors nerds? I know Seth’s been beaten up three times, and Abby was always delighted when the radio said the schools would remain shut for one more day.

Would I survive the American teen battlefield? And would Mom really want to live here, or would she get desperately homesick after three months?

Suddenly, I think about the Statue of Liberty. The gray-green woman standing on her island to the south of the southernmost point of Manhattan. In the darkness. I think about the immigrants of the past, who left behind everything in Europe to start over again. They were at sea for two weeks before finally sailing into the harbor. The first thing they saw from the deck was Lady Liberty’s burning torch. I don’t know if I could ever be that brave. But I do know something has changed. A month ago, whenever I was in doubt, then I thought: Okay. I just won’t do it.

And now I think: Yeah, let’s do this. Let’s give it a try.

•   •   •

I look around in surprise. Have I mixed up the street numbers? Shouldn’t it already be dark here? I walk to Twenty-Fifth Street. To Twenty-Fourth—and then I know for sure. It was dark here yesterday. And now the lights are on again. The streetlights are on, the stoplights are working—the power is back!

It’s incredible. Everything looks as if it was never dark. Illuminated window displays, neon letters, stoplights going on and off—exactly how things should be at the center of the world.

I almost start running. Over the past few days I kept checking online to see if there was any news about the blackout. I know more about the New York power grid than I could ever hope to understand about the Dutch one. I know they were going to restore the power neighborhood by neighborhood. Block by block.

Has everything really been repaired now? Or are Seth and Abby still in the dark?

I quickly walk onward. At every street I cross, I’m scared the black will begin again. Everything is light, all the way to Union Square. But after that the difference between zero and one becomes clearer than ever: The blocks to the left of Broadway are sparkling in the light, but the houses on the right-hand side of the street are still as dark as ever.

I’m walking along the border. None of the houses is somewhere between a zero and a one. But I am.

I go deeper and deeper into downtown Manhattan. And when I come to Seth and Abby’s street, I laugh out loud. For the first time in a hundred hours, I can see their apartment by the bright glow of a streetlight. I can simply ring the doorbell. It feels strange. And suddenly I’m really nervous. Is their mom back home? What should I say to them? And how am I going to say good-bye?

Seth opens the front door. His hair’s wet and he’s wearing a blue sweater I don’t recognize.

“The power’s back!” I scream.

He nods. “Everything suddenly went back on at four thirty. Faucets started running, devices flashed, my cell phone beeped … ”

“And what about your mom?” I ask. “She must be home by now, right?”

“She just went out shopping with Abby. And Jim’s gone back across the street.”

So there’s no one home. No one but Seth.

I look at his dark eyes and his short tousled hair and his shoes with tied laces—and I feel my knees go weak.

“You must be disappointed,” he says.

“Why?”

“That Jim’s not here. You and Abby both … like him, don’t you?”

“Not me,” I say. I’m a little out of breath. “Well, I like Jim, but not like that.”

Seth frowns. “But he’s so handsome! And so ‘megacool’!”

“Well, he is handsome! And cool. And funny.” I look at the ground. “I actually thought that maybe I was going to like him that way. I kept expecting to. But that’s not what happened … ”

I look up again, but just as I’m about to say something else, Seth turns around and starts heading upstairs. I hurry after him, because he’s walking quickly. He’s almost running.

It’s warm again inside the apartment. The used tea lights have been cleared away, the crumbs have been swept up, and half the dishes have been washed.

So there we are. Facing each other in the light.

Suddenly, I don’t understand why anyone ever invented lightbulbs. What was wrong with candles? Electric lights are way too bright. We can see each other so clearly that we don’t dare to look.

“I’ll get my things,” I say quickly. “I’m staying with my mom and dad tonight, so I’ll be out of here in five minutes. You can finish doing the dishes.”

In the bedroom I throw everything into my suitcase without folding it and without thinking about whether socks and underpants are allowed to touch one another. It’s all dirty anyway. I hear plates and glasses clinking in the kitchen. But then the noise stops.

“You can’t leave yet,” says Seth. He’s standing in the doorway.

I try to say something, but he goes on.

“Abby will kill me if I just let you go. And Mom wants to meet you too.” He makes a hesitant gesture with his hand. “Come and sit down. Would you like some tea?” And then he sighs. “Okay, I don’t know what’s going on. It’s so dumb, now that we don’t have a hurricane shelter anymore. I just don’t know what to say.”

I laugh nervously. “Did you ever know what to say?”

Fortunately, he acts like he didn’t hear me. “So tell me all about it,” he says. “How did it go with your dad?”

I walk with him to the kitchen and sit down. My knees are still weak.

“What did he say?” he asks.

I look at the clean white counter. “My dad is a loser who had a crush on a seventeen-year-old girl. I have no idea if I’ll ever be able to look at him in the same way again. But it’s his problem now. Well, yeah, sure it’s my problem too … But it’s not as bad as it was.”

I think Seth’s forgotten he was going to make tea.

“So you don’t mind going home?” he asks.

“Well, actually … There’s kind of a plan. Nothing’s certain. But there’s kind of a plan for us to move to New York.”

I’ve never seen him look so shocked.

“What?” I ask. “I’m not allowed to live here?”

“Of course you are … ” I can see him hesitating. “But you’re Dutch. I kept telling myself that you weren’t going to stay. That I shouldn’t … ”

Now I can really feel that the electricity’s back. There are sparks in the air.

“Nothing’s for sure,” I say. “First we have to figure out green cards. My mom has to sell some paintings, so we’ll have enough money. And my dad has to stop hiding away in a corner like a timid little bird.”

Without saying anything, Seth starts filling the kettle. He stands there forever with his back to me.

I get up and walk over to the window. The streetlights are working again, so I can see if Abby and her mom are coming back from the supermarket. But the brightly lit street is completely empty.

“You want to hear something dumb?” I clear my throat. “I’d been looking forward to that radio show, the one with all the songs that got us through the hurricane. But now that the lights are back, of course it won’t be on anymore.”

“You want to listen to some music?” Seth turns around. “My laptop’s working now … ”

I shrug. “Okay.”

I follow him into his room. There’s the woman with the two faces above his bed. There’s the spot on the wall that he thumped when I asked him about his dad.

“What do you want to listen to?”

I don’t need to think about it. “ ‘Autumn Song.’ But first that other one, about every little thing being all right.”

He looks at the floor. “You do know it’s just a song, don’t you? Doesn’t mean everything’s going to be all right, not in real life.”

“Yeah, I know,” I say. “But I happen to like real life. However it works out.”

“But what if … ” He pauses and brushes a couple of socks underneath the bed with his foot. “What if you could choose what happens.” He looks up. “Would you choose for Abby to get home right now? Or would you choose for her to get back a little later?”

I feel the electricity crackling. This isn’t a movie. This is real life—with all the associated risks.

“I’d choose for her to get home later,” I say.

He turns to his laptop. I sit down on the bed, which is a lot more crumpled and dusty than I could have suspected in the darkness. But hey. I’ve sat on it before. And I’m still alive.

Seth clicks his laptop and the song begins.

Don’t worry ’bout a thing, ’cause every little thing gonna be all right … 

He sits down on the bed beside me, leaving at least half a meter between us. We both sit stiffly, with our backs against the wall, just listening to the music. My heart is pounding.

“This is ridiculous,” he says after a while.

“I know,” I reply.

He’s still looking straight ahead. “You know I’m not going to kiss you, right?”

“Eeww,” I say. “Of course you’re not.”

It’s silent for a moment. And then, as I hear the opening notes of “Autumn Song,” I imagine what it would be like. Him moving to sit closer to me. Taking my hand. And me—feeling his dry, warm skin and not thinking about bacteria. I imagine his face coming very close to mine, and I picture myself not starting to shiver. Seeing his eyes from up close without a misty porthole between us.

I imagine us flying together through the stars. Not alone and not just within hearing distance, but very close to each other.

“I know why it feels so weird,” I say. “The light should be off.”

He nods. “That’s exactly what I was thinking.”
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