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         Ayla Dade was born in 1994 in Bremerhaven in the far north of Germany. Her passion
            for reading and writing began when she was a young girl and used to craft books out
            of paper and glue, which she eventually filled with her own stories. Inventing new
            worlds, characters, and meaningful stories means as much to her as unwrapping a present
            from Father Christmas does to small children. Namely, everything.
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         Prologue

         I wake up when Mommy opens the front door. It’s Chad. It must be him because he visits
               Mommy every evening when Daddy has to shoot a movie and isn’t at home. Mommy explained
               to me that Chad has to take the same medicine as Mommy, which is why he comes to visit
               her.

         “Did you get everything?” I hear Mommy ask, and I roll onto my side to cuddle my teddy
               bear. Daddy bought Logan and me the same one each at the big department store in town
               when we won our last soccer game. I wonder if Logan has his teddy bear in bed with
               him too.

         “Yes”, Chad replies. His voice sounds creepy. When he laughs, it sounds too high,
               too sharp, and it makes me scared.

         I reach for my superhero bottle on my bedside table. I want a drink, but there’s no
               water left in it. I push my covers down to the end of the mattress with my feet and
               sit cross-legged, tracing the Superman on the bottle with my finger. I’m thirsty,
               but I don’t dare ask Mommy for water. When Chad is with her, she always acts so strange.
               She gets mean and angry. I think it’s because of her medicine, but I still don’t want
               to go to her. I’m thirsty. So I slip out of bed, walk barefoot through my room, and
               down the dark hallway to the living room.

         I hear Mommy laughing loudly at something Chad says. Before I go to them I open the
               tall door a crack to see what Chad and Mommy are doing. Sometimes they’re in the bedroom –
               then they make really strange noises. They do bad things, I know that. Once, when
               I asked Mommy why she does it, she hit me hard in the face with her spoon, the one
               she uses for her medicine. I cried, even though I was embarrassed to in front of Chad.
               But it hurt so much. Then Mommy said that if I tell Daddy anything about Chad, I won’t
               have a Mommy anymore. I don’t want to have no Mommy. I love Mommy, even when she is
               mean when Chad is with her and she takes her medicine.

         I open the door a little wider and tiptoe into the living room, but Mommy and Chad
               don’t notice me. They are just putting their medicine on their spoons and squeezing
               the lemon over it. Mommy says that makes the medicine healthier.

         My superhero bottle slips from my hand; it’s too big for my fingers. Mommy and Chad
               look up as I pick the bottle up from the floor and walk toward them.

         “You should be asleep!” Mommy yells at me. Her loud voice is scary, and I flinch.
               I quickly show her my bottle so she won’t shout again or hurt me.

         “I’m thirsty”, I whisper. Chad takes his spoon with the medicine and holds his lighter
               underneath to make the powder turn into liquid. He has explained it to me many times,
               although I would rather have gone to play soccer with Logan.

         “Wait until tomorrow”, Mommy says, already turning away. Her blonde curls bounce as
               she takes the syringe from Chad. She needs it to take her medicine.

         “But I’m thirsty now”, I whine. My mouth is completely dry, and I want Mommy to fill
               up my water bottle quickly so I can go back to bed.

         She doesn’t answer me, but instead draws her medicine into the syringe and then taps
               it with her dirty, yellow fingernail. When Daddy isn’t at home, Mommy doesn’t keep
               herself clean anymore. Chad grabs my arm. It hurts because he pulls so hard, and suddenly
               the fabric tears. Tears gather in my eyes as I run my fingers over the rip on my pyjamas.
               They were my favourite pyjamas, the ones with all the dinosaurs.

         Chad doesn’t say sorry. Daddy told me that if I’m mean to someone, I have to say sorry.
               Mommy and Chad never do that. He holds the syringe in front of my nose and laughs.
               It makes me scared.

         “Here, little guy. If you’re thirsty, you should drink this. This will make you feel
               better.”

         I feel the warm tears running down my cheek. When I look over at Mommy, I want her
               to help me, but she just laughs and injects herself with her medicine. I wonder why
               she doesn’t tell Chad off. She always tells me off when I break something of hers.

         I run quickly out of the lounge, back to my room, where I put the empty superhero
               bottle back on my bedside table.

         A little while later, it suddenly gets very loud in the hallway outside my room. I
               open my door again to check and see Chad rolling on the floor, laughing loudly. His
               arms and legs are stretched out.

         Mommy cackles and comes into my room with Chad’s and her medical bag, and opens the
               cupboard. She takes out my big teddy bear, the one Logan’s daddy once gave me for
               my birthday. One day Mommy cut its belly open and said she had to hide her medicine
               inside.

         Sometimes bad men in uniforms come to our place. They try to make me tell them where
               Mommy’s hiding place is, but I never say anything. One of them is very mean, and when
               Daddy isn’t there, he shakes me really hard. I don’t tell him the hiding place. I
               don’t want to not have Mommy anymore, even if she and Chad often hurt me. But she
               can’t help it. It’s her medicine that makes her like this. She doesn’t actually want
               to be like this, I know that.

         Chad crawls across the floor of my room towards me, a creepy grin on his face. I back
               up until my knees hit my bed.

         “Your Mommy and I are going to bed now, buddy”, he says, and I feel disgusted by him
               because he stinks so badly. Chad always calls me buddy, even though we’re not friends
               at all. Only Logan is my friend.

         “And you won’t bother us, unless you want to see what adults do for fun.” He buries
               his hand in my hair and pulls really hard, until I start crying.

         “Mommy”, I call, but she doesn’t do anything, just laughs loudly. She unscrews my
               bottle and pours something from a brown glass bottle into it. As she leaves my room,
               Chad finally lets go of my hair and goes with her. My scalp is burning, and I can’t
               stop crying, but I force myself to be quiet. I don’t want them to come back.

         When I smell my bottle, I know it’s not water. The liquid stinks, and I get a stomach
               ache.

         I run quietly to the door, turn the key in the lock and snuggle down in bed again.
               I can’t sleep anymore because I’m afraid of Chad and Mommy. When I hear her loud screams
               from the bedroom, I press my hands to my ears and pray to God that Daddy will come
               back very quickly.
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         Portugal has turned me into a walrus with elephant legs. No kidding. I wouldn’t have
            described myself as thin even before my year abroad, but now I’m completely out of
            proportion. In my own mind, at least. The image of myself that became fixed in my
            head some years ago is now presented to me in widescreen every time I look in the
            mirror.
         

         The twenty-year-old human creature blinking out at me from the mirror can’t be me.
            My jeans barely fit, the button is straining terribly. But I put up with it because
            I can’t bring myself to admit that I should probably just take the next size up from
            the wardrobe. The three-quarter jeans from Burberry that my best friend Grace gave
            me before my year abroad, along with a few other select clothing items. Although I
            think Grace is beautiful and have always admired her figure, I feel terrible that
            her size of trousers suddenly fit me. Crazy, I know. It’s the same feeling you get
            with an optical illusion: the same pair of trousers, and Grace looks wonderfully beautiful
            and slim in them, while I … well, I’m bursting at the seams. As I said: my mind plays
            tricks on me. Unpleasant tricks, unfortunately, that I keep believing.
         

         “What a load of crap”, I murmur in despair, pinching my bulging flab, which probably
            isn’t even visible to others, and sigh, almost in tears. After inspecting my entire
            wardrobe and separating out some items that would make me look like a living sausage
            waddling through New York, I finally decide on a dress.
         

         Today is the first day of the new semester, and I would love to put a stop sign in
            my head because it just keeps telling me I look like a dumpling wrapped in bacon.
            My piggy nose doesn’t help either; in fact it rather ironically emphasises my newly
            gained pounds. Almost as if fate genuinely wants to mock me. But the worst thing is
            the thought of all the remarks I’ll probably get. “Oh, Hazel, finally you’re not so
            stick-thin anymore!” or “Well, it’s nice to see a little meat on your bones.” They
            think sentences like this are compliments, not realising the impact they have on my
            self-esteem. It’s a horrible feeling.
         

         I sigh and run my fingers through my bright blonde mane one last time before picking
            up my dressing gown off the floor and throwing it over the mirror.
         

         My phone starts to vibrate on the bedside table. I stumble across the room, making
            my way through the heaps of clothes on the floor, and finally tripping over a pile
            of school books.
         

         “Damn”, I blurt out, just managing to catch myself on the edge of the bed with my
            hands. My phone lands in my palm at the exact same moment, propelled by its vibrations,
            heading for the parquet floor in a perfect nosedive.
         

         “Yes?” Oh man, I sound like I’ve just run a fucking marathon.

         “You’re alive! For God’s sake, Hazel! You were missing for a year, everyone has been
            looking for you!”
         

         Laughing, I roll my eyes, my head resting on the mattress. “Grace. This is the third
            time since yesterday you’ve greeted me as if I was the main character in an episode
            of Criminal Minds.”
         

         “Let me have my fun.”

         I haul myself up with a sigh, only to fling myself down onto the bed on my back. Of
            course I land on my backpack, with the thick edge of my hardcover edition of Faust jutting out of it, which stabs painfully into my ribs. Yes, I signed up for the German
            literature seminar. No, I am not a try-hard. Okay, maybe I am a bit. Quite a big bit,
            according to Grace.
         

         “No way”, I reply curtly, pulling my backpack out from under me and heaving it onto
            the floor. I rub my back painfully. If only I had got the slim paperback edition like
            everyone else. “We have a serious problem.”
         

         “A serious problem of what magnitude? Be precise, please, bestie.”

         I pick absent-mindedly at the hem of my duvet cover. “Sorry. Definitely level ten.
            Emergency.”
         

         At the other end of the line, Grace gasps in exaggerated shock. A smile creeps across
            my face as I picture her clutching her chest and widening her eyes theatrically. “Please
            tell me you didn’t catch Ebola or something over there.”
         

         “Ebola is in Africa, Grace. I was in Portugal.”

         Grace clicks her tongue impatiently. “It’s all the same. Now spill it.”

         With a dramatic sigh, as if I had to tell her I had been struck down by a serious
            illness, I narrow my eyes and grimace. “Rice.”
         

         A few seconds of silence follow. Then I hear a sudden clatter.

         “Be careful! I’ve told you a thousand times, I’ll tell Mom!” Grace shouts.

         “What?” I sit up, confused. What does her mom have to do with the fact that I shovelled
            rice into myself like a maniac? Sure, she’s a snob and is utterly focused on having
            the perfect appearance, but… that’s kind of creepy.
         

         “Sorry, that wasn’t to you. It’s Oliver, the idiot. He dropped his cereal bowl in
            the car. Milk all over the fucking leather seats.”
         

         “Oh, okay.”

         Oliver is Grace’s little brother. Fourteen years old, massively cheeky, spoiled, and
            absolutely unbearable. He’s like that brat Dennis from the movie of the same name.
         

         Grace sighs, and I hear Oliver swearing in the background and insulting his sister
            like crazy. “Okay, Haze. Rice. How much?”
         

         I groan in desperation and, fittingly, pinch my thighs. “Way too much! Apparently
            it’s all Portuguese people eat, no joke! Rice every day, just imagine that! They act
            as if it were some kind of heavenly chocolate they can’t do without! All their meals
            include rice.”
         

         “They worship rice, understood. Now tell me, how much weight have you put on?”

         Instead of answering, I just mumble some inappropriate sounds to myself.

         “Haze!”

         “All right. About eight kilos or so.”

         Instead of a reply, I suddenly hear the loud screech of tyres, followed by a horn
            and several stroppy curses from Grace.
         

         “Everything okay?” I ask in surprise, hoping she hasn’t accidentally driven into a
            car because of the unexpected shock.
         

         “Damn… IT’S MY RIGHT OF WAY, YOU FUCKING IDIOT! Can’t … Excuse me, what? I should
            what? All right, you little fucker, I’ll … Haze? Sorry, I have to hang up. See you
            outside the business building!”
         

         Then all I can hear is the sound of monotonous honking through the speaker. I smile
            and toss my phone into my backpack before hoisting it onto my back. How nice it is
            to be home again.
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         The sun blazes down mercilessly onto my face as I step out of our townhouse and unlock
            my bike – a rusty old thing Mom bought me a few years ago at the second-hand shop
            around the corner, after haggling the price down and being extremely proud of herself.
            At some point, Grace and I painted it baby blue (she had a blue streak on her cheek
            for four days that wouldn’t wash off, and her mom totally freaked out). Now the bike
            actually looks pretty cute.
         

         “Hazel!” a voice calls. I turn around, throwing the lock into the bicycle basket,
            and spot Tony, the coolest and sweetest neighbour anyone could wish for. If there
            were a Best Neighbour Award, he would win it every year. He owns the pub right next
            door, Tony’s, which isn’t really the dive it seems at first glance. Well, maybe it
            is, considering I was allowed to try my first beer there at age eleven. Just two sips,
            though, until Mom caught me and snatched it from my hand with her mom-death-stare.
            Tony laughed so hard. Mom, not so much.
         

         “All right, Tony?” I call back, leaning my bike against the house wall and walking
            over to him. The fence that separates our sweet little gardens from each other is
            barely half a metre high.
         

         I hug him, and he spins me round through the air, just like he has done ever since
            I was little. I used to love it – today I feel ashamed because I’ve got so fat. Because
            I feel so fat. I press my cheek against his old brown leather jacket, which he’s had
            for as long as I can remember. I know this because when I was eight, I once threw
            up my squid rings on him. In my defence, I thought they were curly fries.
         

         “My goodness”, he says, holding me at arm’s length and examining me closely. “You
            were in Portugal for a year, Hazel, and you’re still as white as goat’s cheese! I
            actually thought you’d come back a little browner. Still cheesy, but firmer. Like
            fried Camembert or something.”
         

         Amused, I roll my eyes before adjusting my burgundy sun hat and crossing my arms.
            “You’ve had the same hairstyle and beard ever since I’ve known you, so don’t talk
            to me about change. Besides, Portugal might be full of palm trees, but it’s almost
            as hot here.” I wag my finger in a lecturing manner but have to laugh.
         

         Tony smooths out his light blue T-shirt and grins in amusement. “It’s a rap industry
            standard, and it’s totally on trend.”
         

         “Sure”, I say, pulling a face at him, then adding, “from the ’50s maybe”.

         I walk back to my bike and hear Tony laughing loudly. “Isn’t Grace picking you up?”
            he asks, stepping out onto the street and heading toward his pub.
         

         “Nope”, I shout, “she’s stuck with Oliver!”

         Tony raises his hand once more, without turning round, and disappears around the corner.
            I hear him saying the words “little brat” in a sing-song voice as he goes.
         

         The broad smile stays plastered onto my face as I toss my red backpack into the basket.
            I can already hear the snide remarks about my lack of style and the requests to finally
            get tested for colour blindness – from Logan, for example, probably the most arrogant
            guy the Big Apple has ever known. But even he can no longer ruin my day, no matter
            what he might say if I see him at university.
         

         Portugal was beautiful, no question. The mentality and politeness of the people, the
            culture, the weather, and the sea… but I suppose no place in the world can replace
            the one you call home.
         

         ***

         Nothing’s changed in Brooklyn, I think, as I wander through the streets, eventually
            reaching Brooklyn Bridge. Everything is just as it’s always been: the same closely
            packed houses, all the apartments and the dilapidated buildings in the neglected neighbourhoods
            (which I regularly travel through, as over the years I have found them to be the best
            shortcuts).
         

         I inhale deeply, breathing in the warm air, mixed with the scent of summer flowers
            that drifts over to me from the park next to the bridge. An older couple is just settling
            down on a blanket spread out on the grass, and the lady is already starting to unpack
            the contents of a picnic basket.
         

         A smile involuntarily spreads across my face, but then I feel a pang in my heart and
            have to look away quickly. Mom should have had that too, I think. She should be sitting
            on the grass, too, in the sunshine with a man who loves her and whom she admires,
            enjoying a picnic. She should come home after a long walk and be allowed to flop onto
            the sofa, while her loving husband smiles and massages her feet. Instead, she works
            from early morning until late at night, and my dad left town before I was even born,
            as soon as Mom told him she was pregnant. He said he was really happy at first (Mom
            said he genuinely seemed over the moon) but then he asked for a little time to let
            it all sink in. Well, after twenty years – twenty-one if you count the pregnancy –
            it still hasn’t “sunk in”, apparently.
         

         Not that I miss him, quite the opposite. He is a miserable piece of shit and he can
            go to hell. Tony is more to me than my real father has ever been. Even if he’s just
            my neighbour.
         

         I’ve been so caught up in my thoughts that I barely noticed the last few minutes going
            by. Then the familiar glass hemisphere appears in front of me – the entrance to New
            York University Business School, where I’m meeting Grace.
         

         “Home sweet home”, I murmur, locking up my bicycle, and hoisting the heavy backpack
            onto my back. I really should have bought the paperback edition of Faust. I hear a high-pitched squeal before I have chance to turn around.
         

         “Hazel!”

         Two seconds later, a brown mane of hair covers my face, and I smell the scent of the
            expensive apple shampoo Grace has used since she was a child.
         

         “Oh my God, you’re alive!” she repeats for what feels like the thousandth time and
            pinches every bit of skin she can find. “Really, flesh and bones! Unbelievable.”
         

         I giggle. “Grace, stop that crap already.”

         My best friend beams brighter than the sun as she finally lets go of me and looks
            into my face. Of course, she is perfectly styled – her mom would never let her leave
            the house with even the tiniest crease in her dress. Well, actually, it’s more her
            housemaid Norma, since her mom is hardly ever around. The sunlight catches her shiny
            red hairband and blinds me. If only I had brought my sunglasses.
         

         “I missed you, Grace”, I finally say, hoisting my backpack a bit higher.

         She adjusts the tie of her blue sailor dress and sighs with relief. “And I missed
            you even more.” Then she grabs me by the arm, adding, “Come with me. I have so much
            to tell you, you wouldn’t believe it. Do you remember Leslie Anderson?”
         

         I almost stumble over the legs of a girl sitting on the floor in front of me, highlighting
            sentences in a book like crazy.
         

         “The nerdy girl who wasn’t allowed to look at boys and always stared at the floor?”

         Grace nods, and a diabolical grin spreads across her face.

         Oh no, I know that look all too well. “What have you done?” I ask, bracing myself
            mentally for a shock. I had almost forgotten that being friends with Grace means regularly
            being part of her unbelievable antics.
         

         “Nothing at all”, she replies mischievously, pursing her lips in amusement.

         I push open the heavy doors of the building with my shoulders and look at her reproachfully.

         Grace clicks her tongue and raises her hands disarmingly. “This time I really have
            nothing to do with it, Hazel, absolutely zero… well, maybe a little.”
         

         We walk down the hallways to the room where her management seminar is about to start,
            and I glance impatiently at the clock.
         

         “Spit it out. I have to get over to the theatre building.”

         Grace gives me a sceptical look as she gives two boys the middle finger for whistling
            at her. “Acting? Did you suddenly have a 180-degree personality change in Portugal?”
            She taps my forehead three times and then looks theatrically around the hallway. “Hello?
            Who are you, and what have you done with my best friend?” Laughing, I roll my eyes.
            Just as I am about to respond, she holds a finger in front of my nose. “Stop. No.
            You didn’t…”
         

         “What?”

         Her facial features contort, and she curls her mouth in disgust. “Please tell me you
            didn’t have some weird dream about Logan and now think you’re in love with him? Because
            I assure you, that’s just an illusion. I had one too, back in seventh grade. With
            Fred Miller. God, I was so scared that was it for me, forever. But when I saw him
            after my dream, everything was cool.”
         

         I groan, grab Grace by the arm, and pull her along. “I am not … wait, what? Fred Miller?
            Wasn’t that the guy who always ate his bogeys?”
         

         She makes an apologetic face and shrugs. “See, I told you, just an illusion. Don’t
            worry, sweetie, we’ll fix this. Let’s just go to the office and say the acting class
            thing was a huge misunderstanding due to a delusional dream about an arrogant, slimy
            jerk and then…”
         

         “Grace!” I interrupt her, laughing and speaking more loudly than I usually do. “I
            have to go because I’m taking the drama writing seminar this semester. I’m not in
            love with Logan. Man, seriously.”
         

         “Who’s in love with me?” says a voice next to me.

         An exasperated groan escapes me, and I roll my eyes. “This really can’t be happening
            right now,” I murmur, just as Grace says, “…speak of the devil…”
         

         I glare at Logan and say in the coldest tone I can muster, “No one.”

         His hair looks like he just got out of bed, but I know he will have spent an eternity
            getting it to look that way. Ever since I’ve known him, I’ve wondered why he doesn’t
            just leave his hair how it is when he wakes up if he wants that fresh out of bed look
            so badly.
         

         Grace looks him up and down, one eyebrow raised disapprovingly. “Your tie is unbearable.
            And – I beg you, Logan – red braces with a blue-and-white striped shirt?”
         

         He smiles at her – a cold, contemptuous smile. “Hello, Grace.” Then he turns back
            to me. “Evans”, he says. I have no idea why he’s called me by my last name since elementary
            school, and secretly I wonder if he even knows my first name. He has that look he
            always has just before he makes some dumb, mean remark. “I see, you’ve finally found
            a reason to wear those hideous clothes.”
         

         I look down at my wide dress, which ends just below my knees. Well, actually, it’s
            not really a dress. My mom sewed a long, flowy denim skirt onto a yellow T-shirt that
            had got too short for me. I actually think it’s pretty cool, but now I think about
            it, maybe it does clash a bit. My cheeks flush as I remember I’m also carrying my
            bright red backpack.
         

         “What do you mean?” I ask, hoping my indifferent tone sounds convincing. Out of the
            corner of my eye I see Grace frowning and looking sympathetically at me. Confirmation
            that my brave attempt has failed miserably.
         

         Logan adopts a deliberately commiserating look, which contrasts sharply with the malicious
            sparkle in his caramel-coloured eyes. “Well, you’ve put on weight.”
         

         My head feels even hotter, and I press my lips tightly together. When I don’t respond,
            he covers his mouth theatrically with his hand. “Or are you pregnant?”
         

         “Shut up, Logan.” Grace steps forward, arms crossed over her chest, and I am infinitely
            grateful to her for diverting his attention to her. If he had looked at me any longer,
            my head might have started steaming or something.
         

         “And if I don’t?” I’d like to wipe that cheerful grin off his face.

         Grace’s voice is quiet but threatening as she replies. “You know I’m a Bishop. And
            us Bishops know a hell of a lot about the Cunninghams, so …” She winks. “Your decision.”
         

         He sniffs. With one last supercilious look at me and my dress and a brief, “See you
            at the gala”, to Grace, he sashays away as gracefully as he arrived.
         

         “Gala?” I ask as we continue on our way, taking the stairs to her seminar room.

         She rolls her eyes irritably. “Yes. Again. It’s supposed to be a fundraising gala
            for a new children’s home on Thirty-Eighth Street, and I’d actually think that was
            good, if I didn’t know that my parents are only organising all this in order to throw
            another party. And all because of him.”
         

         The low heels of my black strappy pumps click on the polished floor. “Who?”

         Grace’s gaze drifts dreamily into the distance, and I have to pull her aside by the
            arm because otherwise she would have run into a girl rushing past.
         

         “Caleb West.”

         We have arrived at her room and I lean against the wall. “Aha. I don’t know him.”

         My friend blinks in confusion, as if she’s just woken from some kind of trance, and
            looks at me in disbelief. “What? Were you living on the moon all of last year or what?”
         

         I don’t say anything, I just look at her calmly. My signal to her that she should
            stop teasing me and just speak plainly. Of course, I’ve known her since kindergarten,
            and I’m incredibly glad I kicked Logan in the shin back then when he tried to take
            her crayons away. We’ve been best friends ever since, and I would do it again anytime,
            but it really irritates me when she makes me feel like an idiot just because I’m not
            up to date on the latest goings-on in high society. She doesn’t do it on purpose,
            I know. If you’ve been dragged to galas, debutante balls, Sunday high-society brunches,
            and countless parties your whole life, like she has, and always been told to “Sit
            still and look pretty”, social gossip eventually just starts to feel normal.
         

         When Grace sees my look, she quickly recovers and makes a nonchalant hand gesture.
            “Not important. Just a new actor who became internationally famous last year through
            an amazing movie adaptation of a book. All the girls are into him, everything revolves
            around this guy. When he goes shopping, where he’s getting his next haircut, how long
            he sat on the toilet…”
         

         “Okay”, I interrupt quickly, before any more details emerge, and change the subject.
            “Hey, have you noticed that Logan somehow has fuller lips? I bet he had something
            done. Surgically, I mean.”
         

         Grace tosses her brown hair over one shoulder with a graceful hand, looks conspiratorially
            to the left and right, and then leans towards me. I love these mysterious insider
            titbits she always has to share, as if she were revealing where Edward Snowden is
            hiding.
         

         “He actually has. Last week, I think. My dad told me at dinner that Logan’s mom was
            there for a visit from Japan and said right away that it was totally on-trend right
            now to have your lips a little fuller. Then all three of them, Logan, Mr. and Mrs.
            Cunningham, went out and got the injection.”
         

         I nudge her and laugh. “The way you tell it, it sounds like they’ve had themselves
            injected with heroin. Besides… let them do what they want.”
         

         She shrugs her shoulders in amusement. I look at my watch. “Oh God, I have to go”,
            I say and push myself off the wall. “Shall we meet at my house later?”
         

         “There it is again”, Grace sighs, with a pensive look in her eyes. “The panicked undertone
            in the voice of my try-hard best friend when she’s late for a seminar. How I missed
            that.”
         

         “Yes, yes”, I say giggling. I’m about to go, but I turn around again. Grace is heading
            into the room. “You haven’t told me what happened to Leslie Anderson.”
         

         She grins, one hand on the door handle. “She came to a party at the fraternity house
            because some guy asked her. Some hot guy, I think it was a bet. I got her drunk, and
            at one point she was totally out of it and dancing on the table in her underwear using
            a vodka bottle as a microphone. People took photos and they were hung up all over
            the hallways. It was so crazy.”
         

         I grimace and shake my head. “That wasn’t cool. Poor girl. Don’t do that again, Grace.”

         She sighs. “Yeah, I know that now. Believe me, I felt really guilty afterwards.” She
            flashes her sweet Grace smile and blows a kiss. “Oh, Hazel?” she calls after me, when
            I’ve already halfway down the hall.
         

         I turn around.

         “Yes?”

         She looks at me like you would a little puppy that has just eaten its own shit. Compassionate
            and yet indulgent, as if to say: This really shouldn’t have happened, but I forgive
            you because you are an ignorant little shit who still has a lot to learn. “According
            to my stylist, strappy pumps have been out since last year. But they still suit you,
            sweetie.”
         

         I roll my eyes and make a face at her before turning around and making my way to the
            theatre. What she doesn’t see is that my smile fades as soon as I turn my back on
            her.
         

      
   
      
         3

         I throw my backpack down the hallway and slip off my pumps as I walk. In the process,
            I almost fall forward and have to catch myself on the rosewood sideboard.
         

         “Mom?”

         “Upstairs!” her clear voice shouts back. “Upstairs” is good. My mother is practically
            a nomad. She wanders from room to room of our little townhouse around a hundred times
            a day to “bring a little variety to everyday life.” Our money doesn’t stretch to an
            office out of the house, so she’s been working from home forever. Sometimes it’s annoying
            because there are all sorts of strangers coming and going. Occasionally, they get
            lost in my room, and I feel like a machine where you push a button and it says, “Out
            again, down the hall to the left, four doors down.”
         

         “Marco?” I call as I run up the wooden stairs. Or rather, clomp up.

         Her answer comes from the study. “Polo!”

         I run across the hallway full of baby photos, sliding at least a yard over the parquet
            floor on the white runner without a non-slip mat, and finally open the door. “Hey.”
         

         My mother is sitting behind her substantial desk, brooding over a stack of documents,
            tapping a ballpoint pen against her lips in a steady rhythm. I can see countless blue
            spots on her face, framed by her blonde hair.
         

         “Ground meat, five letters?”

         Okay, not documents after all. A crossword puzzle. “Uh, no idea. Mince?”

         She points at me with the pen. “You are incredible, Hazel Evans. A walking dictionary.”

         Smiling, I sink into the armchair in front of her and steal a cookie from the table.
            It’s still difficult for me, and as I chew, I’m already going through the calories
            and carbohydrates in my head, but I try to ignore it. I really want to work on myself.
         

         “Always proud of your offspring, huh?” Crumbs fall onto my denim skirt as I speak,
            and I brush them aside. They slip into the grooves of the leather chair and will probably
            remain there for years to come.
         

         My mother writes the word in the magazine, then closes it and looks at me with her
            big green eyes. Those are one thing I definitely inherited from her.
         

         “How was it being back at the institute for the rich?”

         My mother has always called NYU that. It’s an expensive university, full of toffee-nosed
            rich kids who get everything handed to them on a plate. I’m probably the only one
            who comes from a middle-class background. Apart from the scholarship nerds, of course.
         

         My mom is a lawyer, but not one of those who walk through New York City in expensive
            designer suits and buy a bagel at every other coffee stand. No, she scrambles for
            every case she can get. And most of the money goes toward fees for my expensive university
            and payments on the house. We live in the most expensive city in the world, and even
            the worst dumps in Brooklyn cost an absolute fortune.
         

         Every day I wish I could somehow repay her. Everything she does, she does for me.
            For a while, I delivered newspapers, but I stopped because it was just too early in
            the morning, right before school. Then a twenty-eight-year-old friend of my mom’s
            let me work in her fashion store, but after six months, she unfortunately had to let
            me go because customers complained about my “inadequate advice”. Well, at least she
            put it nicely. She could have said “tasteless and terrible advice” or something. I’m
            sure the customers didn’t mince their words. I was once called outrageously rude by
            a woman who said I belonged more in a sewing factory than in a fashion store, just
            because I recommended a yellow pair of tights with a floral sack dress from ROKEDISS.
            Since then, I’ve been working in a small bookstore, mainly visited by nerds and older
            ladies, but at least they seem to think I’m competent enough to do the job. Hallelujah.
         

         “Logan had his lips injected”, I answer with a mischievous smile.

         A broad grin appears on my mom’s face, and she wrinkles her snub nose in amusement.
            She loves gossip. “No way!”
         

         I nod in amusement. “Yes, it’s true. I know it’s not that bad. I’m probably just on
            gossip withdrawal.”
         

         “No wonder. The most interesting thing you told me when you were over there was the
            carnival parade, when you got accidentally swept up in the dancers.”
         

         I get up laughing. “You are impossible.”

         She holds her hands in the air and shakes her head innocently.

         Reaching the door, I turn to her again. “Grace is coming in a minute. If you need
            anything, we’ll be in my room.”
         

         “Okay”, my mother murmurs, her head already bent over her documents again. Work documents,
            I suspect this time. “If I get a chance I’ll come and give her a hug.”
         

         I giggle as I leave the room. My mom loves Grace and thinks she’s “utterly fantastic
            and so sweet.” She always says it’s a miracle she doesn’t take after her parents.
            That’s why it’s no problem for her that Grace is at ours almost every day, usually
            even until after dinner. I’m hardly ever at hers. Their place is way too big and somehow
            so impersonal and cold. Besides, I get the feeling her parents don’t like me much.
            They only tolerate me because they know my mom from college – all three of them went
            to NYU as well. Mom told me she was even good friends with Alice Bishop, Grace’s mom,
            until she got together with Harold, Grace’s dad, and the two of them hit the big time
            after university, running the Plaza Hotel and the Four Seasons. After that, Mrs. Bishop
            limited her communication with Mom to the times she brought Grace to visit, to a kiss
            on each cheek while holding her right hand in a seemingly graceful pose in the air
            (to me it always looked like she had broken her hand), saying “Norma will pick her
            up at seven. Ciao, ciao.”
         

         Oh, and Grace has a car. So she can get to mine faster than I can get to hers. It’d
            take me an hour to get to 57th Street on my bike.
         

         When I step into my room, I almost have a heart attack and jump in fright. A stranger
            is standing there, looking so out of place by my white ornate bed that I would have
            laughed if my heart weren’t pounding out of my chest.
         

         “Excuse me”, he says politely, holding both hands up apologetically. “I’m looking
            for…”
         

         “Out again, down the hall to the left, four doors down”, I hear my inner recording
            say. Then the man nods politely and leaves my room. Sighing, I collapse onto my bed,
            recovering from the shock. One would think that after so many years I would have finally
            gotten used to this. Nope.
         

         ***

         “That guy is totally weird”, I say, holding out the bag of crisps Grace just made
            a grab for – sour cream and onion. I have to watch Breakfast Club with her because I promised her when I was still in Portugal.
         

         She puts her hand in the bag and covers half the bed in crumbs. “I don’t think so.
            It’s just because of his strange coat.”
         

         “If you say so.”

         Grace sighs, crumples the empty bag, and pulls the bowl of popcorn closer. I envy
            her so much for being able to eat whatever she wants and never gain weight. It might
            have something to do with her personal trainer, of course. And even though I am still
            a little thinner than her despite my newly-gained pounds, I feel like a fattened cow
            next to a delicate, graceful ballerina.
         

         “Did you actually meet anyone in Portugal?” she asks while I’m still staring at her
            figure.
         

         Not this again. Her endless whining that I’ll die a miserable virgin. I tilt my head
            thoughtfully. “In a way.”
         

         Grace turns her head sharply toward me, and I fear her beloved headband might fall
            off. “Who?”
         

         I shrug and stretch out my legs. “No idea what his name was. He was at some party.
            He said he liked my lip gloss, that it emphasised my lips.”
         

         Grace stares at me, fascinated, shovelling popcorn into her mouth. The movie suddenly
            doesn’t seem to interest her anymore. “And?” she asks excitedly. “What did you say?”
         

         “I thought the shine was from the chip grease.”

         Grace’s hand freezes in mid-air, on its way to her mouth.

         “Oh, Hazel. Please tell me that’s not true.”

         Undeterred, I take the plate of vegetables from the windowsill next to my bed. “I
            thought he was weird anyway, and besides…”
         

         “No,” she interrupts abruptly.

         I look at her, frowning, with a carrot in my hand. “No?”

         Grace shakes her head. “You have to stop thinking all men are complete idiots. Just
            because your father was an arsehole and left your mom before you were born, it doesn’t
            mean they’re all like that.”
         

         I roll my eyes in irritation. “Lucas cheated on you with Thomas, Grace. A guy. And
            you’re trying to tell me men aren’t all like that?”
         

         Shocked, Grace opens her mouth and turns her head away. I immediately feel guilty.
            I toss the carrot back onto the plate and put my hand on her shoulder.
         

         “Grace, I …”

         She smiles insincerely. “It’s ok. You’re right.”

         Her eyes glisten with tears. She had really loved Lucas, and they were together for
            nearly seven years, until one day she found him in a room with Thomas at a charity
            event at the Plaza. In flagrante. She was completely broken for weeks. In fairness I should say that it wasn’t just
            a one-night stand. The two boys have been a couple ever since – they’re really, really
            sweet together, although I could never say so in front of Grace. Cheating is cheating,
            and what Lucas did was totally wrong.
         

         “No”, I say, tucking a strand of hair behind her ear. “I shouldn’t have said that.
            It’s just … I don’t know, I think I was kind of angry.”
         

         Grace brushes the crisp crumbs off her dress and looks confusedly at me. Teardrops
            glisten on the tips of her long, dark eyelashes. “Why?”
         

         The guy in the coat from Breakfast Club is yelling in the background, so I turn the volume down a little and sigh. “I don’t
            know,” I reply truthfully. My gaze lingers on the picture on my grey wall, and it
            blurs before my eyes. I remember that day very well. It was taken on my first day
            of school and I’m standing there with thick glasses and sweets in my hand, while my
            broad grin reveals a cute gap in my teeth. I’m wearing a pink cap on my blonde head
            that I was allowed to choose the night before to celebrate the day, and I felt so
            incredibly beautiful in it. When we were divided into classes, Logan ripped it off
            my head, laughing, and said my face was ugly, I had sticking-out ears and a pig nose.
            Then he put the cap back on my head and said pink suited me because I was a fat pig.
         

         I never wore the cap again.

         Sighing, I lean back against the headboard. “Tony is the only man in my life I’ve
            ever really been able to trust. Otherwise, boys have always either insulted me or
            ignored me. I mean, my dad didn’t want to know anything about me, even before I was
            born. They’re just not interested in me.”
         

         Grace puts her head on one side sadly, like she always does when she’s concerned.
            “That’s not true. What happened with your father is fucking awful, Hazel, but they
            are not all like that. You can’t write off all men just because one of them messed
            up. And besides, you just said that Portuguese guy liked you.”
         

         “Yeeaah”, I reply, plucking at the seam of my yellow T-shirt. “He was quite weird,
            Grace. I mean really weird. “He arrived at the party in a hard hat and said it was
            a precaution in case he got too drunk and fell over. And then he carried an orange
            around the whole night and wouldn’t put it down because he said it brought him luck
            with meeting girls.”
         

         “Oh”, she says and gives me an expressionless look that she seems to be struggling
            to maintain. The corners of her mouth twitch, and I poke her in the stomach and roll
            my eyes.
         

         “Go on then, laugh!”

         Then she bursts out laughing, and I join in loudly and we laugh until our stomachs
            hurt and the strange coat guy from the film is standing in a field lifting his fist
            into the air, almost as if to say, “Well, there you go!”
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         I circle the rim of my glass with my finger, but apparently my Diet Coke doesn’t want
            to make a cool
         

         sound today. Tony is behind the bar cleaning glasses, and I can clearly see him eyeing
            me sideways. Besides me, there is only one other guest there, a small, stocky, bald
            man who resembles a mini troll and is silently mouthing the words to the Foo Fighters
            as they belt out Pretender in the background.
         

         “Okay”, Tony says finally with a sigh, putting the glass down and leaning his elbows
            on the marble surface in front of me. “What’s the matter?”
         

         “Why do you think there’s something the matter?” I ask, without looking up from my
            Diet Coke. My feet, in my black strappy pumps (I didn’t listen to Grace and wore them
            anyway), tap a steady rhythm against the bar, and I continue to feel Tony’s intense
            gaze on me.
         

         “Firstly”, he says, placing his index finger under my chin and lifting my head, “you’ve
            switched from your beloved Coke to this sugar-free chemical crap again…”
         

         I’m about to protest and argue with him, like I always do when he starts on about
            the “murderous chemicals” in Diet Coke, but he raises his finger and motions for me
            to be quiet. The guy at the other end of the bar clicks his fingers to order something,
            but Tony ignores him. Sometimes I ask myself how on earth he gets so many customers
            in the pub.
         

         “And secondly you’re making a face like you’ve just had to give away all your books.”

         If I had to do that, I’d set the ass of whoever made me do it on fire. A giggle escapes
            me at this thought, and Tony’s face immediately brightens again. I instantly feel
            guilty for making him worry. “Sorry”, I mumble. At the same time, the miniature troll
            yells, “Hey, Tony Macaroni, another Summer Ale!”
         

         Tony rolls his eyes, puts a fresh drink in front of him and turns back to me. “So,
            missy. Spit it out. And stop kicking the bar, you’ll make holes in it.”
         

         “I don’t have steel toe caps!” I protest with a smile. My mind is racing, wondering
            whether I should answer Tony’s question or skilfully avoid it. “Okay”, I finally say
            with a sigh. I feel a little awkward because I’ve never discussed anything like this
            with him before. I fidget nervously with the coaster under my glass.
         

         “Grace was over today”, I begin, just as the song repeats itself and starts playing
            from the speakers again.
         

         Tony grunts. “If that’s all it is, I’m very disappointed. Grace is always over. She’s
            practically your Siamese twin.”
         

         “I think I’ve really upset her.” Tony doesn’t say anything, so I just carry on. “We
            have … well … God, it’s weird. Okay, so we were talking about boys, about me never
            meeting anyone. Then she suddenly started on about Dad and said I should stop assuming
            all other guys are trash just because of him. That made me angry, do you see?”
         

         Tony opens his mouth to say something, but I don’t give him the chance. Now I have
            started speaking I can’t stop.
         

         “Well anyway, then I dredged up the Lucas Thomas thing, you know. That was pretty
            bad of me.”
         

         Frowning, he twists the dish towel, only to roll it back up again. “The Lucas Thomas
            thing?”
         

         “Don’t. I told Mom, who’s basically the gossip queen and regularly tells you stuff.
            So you know what I’m talking about.”
         

         He raises his hands defensively and snickers in amusement. “All right, all right.
            I know. It was a pretty intense situation, right?”
         

         I nod solemnly, lay my arm on the counter, and rest my chin on it with a sigh. The
            little devil inside my head hisses to me about how much fat has piled up over my bones,
            scolding me that I absolutely must starve again. He gets louder, louder, almost shouting,
            and I almost want to believe him, but… no. I mustn’t. Mustn’t, mustn’t, mustn’t. I
            quickly squeeze my eyes shut, shake my head, then look up at Tony. “Why do I, of all
            people, have to rub salt into my best friend’s wound?”
         

         The mini troll lets out a very masculine and utterly disgusting burp, then yells at
            the New York Yankees on the screen in front of him to finally kick their own asses,
            or he’ll run into the stadium right now and do it himself. With his big belly and
            short legs I doubt he’d get there before the game was over.
         

         “Was she mad?” Tony asks, forcing me to stop looking at the troll.

         “Huh? Oh, no. I don’t think so. First she was hurt, and then we talked, and it was
            okay.”“Okay. So everything’s fine.”
         

         “I guess so”, I say with a shrug.

         Tony points at my glass and finally gets me to lift my head again. “And what’s this
            Cola-beer crisis all about?”
         

         The troll next to me starts yelling insults at the Yankees again, and because I now
            want to follow the game myself, I root around in my pocket for my glasses. I don’t
            like wearing them because with their large square lenses they make me look nerdy,
            but nobody knows me here at Tony’s anyway.
         

         “Cola-beer has a lot of calories”, I finally reply, pushing the glasses onto my nose
            and wrinkling it a few times to get used to the frame. “I can’t afford that at the
            moment, having planted a rice bomb in my body and let it explode.”
         

         Now it’s Tony’s turn to roll his eyes in annoyance. He goes over to the laptop, starts
            a new playlist, and says, “We don’t need to talk about that, right? You know why your
            mom wanted you to do your semester abroad in Portugal and get away from these…”
         

         Before he can continue speaking, I raise a hand, silencing him with an evil glint
            in my eye. He knows I don’t want to talk about why I had to go to Portugal. Fortunately,
            he accepts it and just shakes his head.
         

         “Anyway. I’m glad you’re back, Hazel. We really missed you here.”

         “Yeah?” I reply with a smile. I watch Gary Sánchez make a perfect catch, and the troll
            in the corner shouts like a maniac and raises his bottle in victory, spilling all
            his beer in the process.
         

         “No good company that could replace me?” Tony takes a glass from the shelf and fills
            it with tap water, then takes a sip.
         

         “Nope”, he replies finally. “Just this strange new guy who keeps showing up. Never
            talks, just sits there drinking his drink. Sometimes he even stays for a few hours
            until it gets too crowded, then he leaves. But he tips well, so…”
         

         I raise my index finger with a grin. “This dungeon could easily be a meeting place
            for vampires and werewolves, it’s so gloomy. You can’t be surprised if you get some
            strange customers. Maybe he’s a member of Anonymous or something.”
         

         Laughing, Tony rolls his eyes and tosses a fresh slice of lemon into my glass. “Hazel,
            you read too much fantasy.”
         

         “And you read too many non-fiction books.”

         He chuckles, and we remain silent for a while as I listen to the troll hurling insults
            and occasionally whistling along to the music, when suddenly the doorbell rings. Tony
            looks up, raising his eyebrows. “Here he is.”
         

         ***

         The guy who just walked into the bar is definitely not a member of Anonymous. I don’t
            know why that was my first thought, but in my imagination, Anonymous members don’t
            wear leather jackets and Doc Marten biker boots. In movies, this would be a moment
            where the entire background suddenly blurs and becomes irrelevant while the guy looks
            up and can’t tear his eyes away from me. Well, life isn’t a movie. And he doesn’t
            even look up once, until he’s sitting at his spot at the bar.
         

         For some reason, I can’t stop staring at him. I want him to lift his head so I can
            see his face, but he gazes silently at the grain in the marble.
         

         “Have you eaten today?”

         Tony’s voice pulls me away from the guy, and for a moment I blink at him absentmindedly.
            “Huh? Oh… no. I mean, yes.” I’ve always been a terrible liar, and I don’t like doing
            it, especially not to Tony, but I don’t want to eat anything. After all, I first have
            to get rid of the rice bomb that’s wedged inside me. And if I did eat something, well…
            it would end in something I absolutely want to avoid. Something I’ve been fighting
            against for a whole fucking year and that is currently tingling intensely inside me.
            Like boiling lava in a volcano that desperately wants to escape but is being forced
            down by an imaginary fist.
         

         Tony puts a Summer Ale in front of the gloomy guy before leaning his hip against the
            sink behind the counter and crossing his arms over his chest. “That means no. Why
            not?”
         

         “No time”, I mumble, quickly taking a sip of my Diet Coke and accidentally spilling
            some on my shirt. When I meet his gaze and he opens his mouth to say something, I
            already know what’s coming. It’s always the same spiel. I raise my hands defensively.
            “It’s okay! I’ll eat something.” Taking a deep breath, I turn sideways on my bar stool
            and say, “Could you perhaps…”
         

         “No!” The strange guy snaps at me and gives me such a threatening look that I get
            goosebumps.
         

         At first, I am too perplexed to say anything and stare confusedly into his crystal-blue
            eyes. My God, are they blue.
         

         Only when the miniature troll in the background yells at the TV do I finally pull
            myself together and shake my head. “What’s your problem? I just wanted the pretzel
            sticks next to you!”
         

         His gaze shifts to the cup with the pretzel sticks in, then back to me. He stares
            at me as if he must have misheard. “The pretzel sticks?”
         

         God, this guy is slow. I roll my eyes in exasperation. “Yes. You’re really weird,
            you know that?”
         

         When he doesn’t reply and continues to look at me as if I were a genetically modified
            alien with a pig’s head, I add, frowning, “Did you have a bad day or something?”
         

         He shakes his head silently, and now I wish I had just got the pretzel sticks for
            myself. I pick at the coaster under my drink with my fingers as he continues to look
            at me.
         

         “Whatever.” Honestly, at this point, I don’t really care about the pretzel sticks
            anymore. “I’m Hazel Evans. Who are you?”
         

         He looks away again, staring at the label of his Summer Ale, almost shocked, as if
            I had just deeply insulted him. He clutches the bottle and slides forward a bit on
            his stool, so that the light above him falls on his dark blonde hair. He looks as
            though he’s about to have some kind of fit or something but then he abruptly turns
            back to me – this time with an amused grin on his face.
         

         “Hazel?” His shocked expression has gone. “You have blonde hair and green eyes, and your name
            is Hazel?”
         

         I get what he means. Hazel sounds like a brunette beauty with big doe eyes, which
            definitely is not me. “That’s lame. I heard that when I was thirteen. You’re not very
            witty.”
         

         The corners of his mouth twitch. He scans me from head to toe and back again, finally
            focusing on my thick glasses. “And you don’t exactly look like the type of girl who
            hangs out in a bar like this at night. What are you doing here?”
         

         I nod towards Tony, who has once again devoted himself to drying up, and discreetly
            take off my glasses. Of course, the stranger’s eyes follow my hand. The corners of
            his mouth twitch in amusement as I slip the glasses into my pocket.
         

         I act as though I didn’t notice, and clear my throat. “He’s my neighbour. I’m always
            here.”
         

         “You’re not”, he counters brusquely, adding drily after a short pause: “I come here
            virtually every day and I’ve never seen you.”
         

         A loud yell tears me from my thoughts for a moment: the miniature troll is completely
            losing it, his face is flushed bright red, and a vein is throbbing alarmingly on his
            temple. A glance at the screen tells me the opposition has just hit a home run.
         

         “You’re right”, I say, turning to the guy, “I spent the last year in Portugal. But
            otherwise, the bar is practically my second home; I live right next door.”
         

         Inwardly, I wonder why I’m babbling so much. I don’t even know this guy; why am I
            telling him where I live? Maybe I should just hand him a printout from Google Maps,
            circle my bedroom window in red, and write in bold underneath: I live here. When you leave the bar, turn left around the corner, then it’s the second
               house. Do two long rings and three short ones – that’s our signal.

         My newfound interlocutor takes off his collarless leather jacket, asking, “Portugal?
            Where exactly?”
         

         The oestrogen inside me trains my eyes on his arms, without me having any say in the
            matter. Shit, they look muscled. It seems like an irony of fate that the first guy
            I actually manage to speak more than two words to is miles out of my league. Someone
            like him hangs out with girls who look like Cara Delevingne or Miranda Kerr, definitely
            not with me. After staring at him for another second, I remember that he did ask me
            a question.
         

         “Er… I spent two semesters at the University in Coimbra, and during that time I lived
            in Mira. People there live like it’s the eighteenth century. My host family didn’t
            even have a television”
         

         He scratches his upper arm absent-mindedly, leaving red marks running from his elbow
            to the sleeve of his T-shirt. “Okay. I think that’s cool.”
         

         “What? That they didn’t have a TV?”

         He shrugs. “All of it. That you were in Portugal and studied there and everything.”

         For a moment, I just stare at him, without responding. Somewhat puzzled, he holds
            my gaze, and as my vision blurs, I know I must look completely insane. He’s about
            to say something when words start spilling out of my mouth that I didn’t even know
            I had thought before. Worse, I almost scream them out in a rapid-paced monotone, as
            if I were deaf.
         

         “Do you fancy getting something to eat with me?”

         Fancy? God, how stupid does that sound? I can literally see Grace next to me, furrowing
            her brows in despair and shaking her head. The corners of his mouth twitch amusedly,
            and for a moment, a flicker of hope rises in me that he might actually say yes. But
            then he looks away, staring at the label on his bottle again, and suddenly looks grimmer
            than the Big Bad Wolf from Little Red Riding Hood.
         

         My cheeks are glowing and I’m out of breath, even though I haven’t moved from my stool.
            I can feel Tony’s gaze on me, although I don’t dare look at him. The whole thing is
            embarrassing enough already.
         

         The guy turns to me again, an apologetic smile on his face. “I really just wanted
            to drink my beer and chill out for a bit. I don’t want to be around lots of people.
            Sorry.”
         

         “El Dante is right next door”, Tony interjects. He sips his glass of water, seemingly indifferent,
            though I know perfectly well that he’s just doing the “Come on, eat with her” routine.
            “Belongs to a Mexican. There are never many people there.”
         

         The blonde guy, whose name I still don’t know, seems torn. He has his head tilted
            to one side, as if he’s weighing up whether it’s actually worth the risk of being
            seen with me. In the background, the Yankees have won, judging by the cheering from
            the mini troll. I just sit there, tearing the bits of my coaster into even smaller
            pieces, which all fall onto my denim skirt, and wait. The seconds suddenly feel endless,
            stretching like pulled-out chewing gum. My head registers every nervous heartbeat
            twice and three times, as if my ears were blocked. And then…
         

         “All right.” He gets up with a shrug. My head can’t believe what’s happening. It feels
            like the children’s casting show at the Plaza Hotel, when I sang Quit Playing Games With My Heart as a duet with Grace and the jury said we had won. I heard the words, and of course
            we were given the little trophy and the chocolate, but I couldn’t really process any
            of it. That’s exactly how I feel right now. A real flashback.
         

         My head only switches back on as the blond guy puts a twenty down on the bar (not
            having even drunk half of his Summer Ale), nods at the door and asks: “Are you coming?”
         

         I turn to Tony as though I need confirmation that this is really happening. He grins
            mischievously, and I feel a little dizzy as I sling my brown leather bag over my shoulder
            and follow the guy out of the bar.
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