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Part One

Prizewinner

If you know you are on the right track, if you have this inner knowledge, then nobody can turn you off . . . no matter what they say.

—BARBARA McCLINTOCK, cytogeneticist and 1983 Nobel Prize Winner for Physiology or Medicine
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MY BRAIN ISN’T normal. I forget all the dates on history tests. I can’t memorize verb tenses in Spanish. Important facts escape me: the order of presidents, the start of World War II. Please don’t ask. I know this isn’t what you’d expect of a supposedly “high IQ individual,” but it’s just how I’m wired.

There are other embarrassments: my stubby bitten fingernails, my pencils with chewed-off erasers. The art teacher who said that I should stop taking the class if I couldn’t actually make anything.

Science is different. When I’m studying science or math, my concentration is smooth, complete. I don’t fidget. I don’t chew my hands. Instead I glide through equations, seeing numbers and symbols as though they are there in front of me. It’s not as freaky as it sounds.

But I get teased a lot. In school, they call me a cyborg. They say I should donate my brain to science—like, immediately. Or a girl might say, “My hair is doing a Kira,” meaning her hair looks bad. Or she’ll say, “I’ve got a Kira face,” because she thinks she looks bad. Most people just ignore me. Ignoring me might be worse. I’m invisible until I do something stupid. Then I’m laughable.

And because I can only do math and science, it’s not exactly like I’m getting much love from the teachers either.

Not that smart after all, I heard one say. I was behind her on the staircase between periods. She didn’t know I was there. Very inconsistent, the other agreed. Her little friend.

Are you angry at your teachers? the guidance counselor asks me. It’s the same question at the end of every year.

No. It’s me that’s the problem.

Everything all right at home?

She knows it isn’t. My mother is sick. But that’s not why.

Will you please try harder next year?

Yes, I always promise.

As though I’m not already trying my guts out.

Senior year, fall semester, the school’s principal, Dr. Jackson Greevy, walks back to his office sloshing the coffee in his mug to find me waiting for him on the bench with a note in my hand. I’ve been sent by Mrs. Callahan, my English teacher.

“Let me guess why you’re here,” he says. “You got too rowdy at the pep rally.”

It’s supposed to be a joke. Greevy knows I am incapable of getting “rowdy” at anything. And I can’t stand pep rallies. All that stomping of feet, all that whistling.

“Maybe you got caught smoking in the bathroom?” He grunts out a laugh. I think the “joke” is supposed to be funny because last year I developed an idea for measuring the toxicity of chemicals that linger on clothes after a cigarette is put out. I won a hundred bucks for it. It’s what I do: enter student science contests to win money. We have a lot of bills, but, as my mother says, at least there are a lot of contests.

I follow Greevy into his office, the only room in the building with carpet. I stand grimly in front of his desk, fiddling with my hair, a mop of loose curls that always escapes its elastic. On the desk is a photograph of the Greevy family: two girls in summer dresses and a baby in the arms of a pretty woman with ebony skin, smiling into the camera.

I’m in so much trouble.

“Don’t sit down,” he says, lowering himself into his big office chair. “I don’t want you here that long.”

He puts out his hand for the note from Mrs. Callahan, tips back in his seat, and takes a long breath as he reads. Then, I see his expression change. He sits up straight, staring hard at me.

“You walked out of English class without permission? You then went to your locker to conduct a chemistry experiment?” he says, his voice rising. “A chemistry experiment in your locker?”

“I was just . . . uh . . . storing the experiment to bring home later. But I thought I smelled leaking gas—”

“Did you say leaking gas?” Suddenly, his hand is on the phone, his eye on the clock.

“But it wasn’t!” I add quickly. “It was only residual fumes. So I came back to class and—”

I see him relax about the experiment. That is, the worry is gone, but here comes the anger.

“So, you’re storing chemistry experiments in your locker—that stops now, by the way—and you walked out of an in-class essay for which you now have a mark of zero. Are you trying to sabotage yourself?” He shakes his head as though ridding himself of a bad thought. “Everyone knows you can write an essay! Didn’t I read that you won a big prize for a science essay?”

The newspaper announced it last week. A big cash prize, money my mother and I desperately need. But the “essay” Greevy is talking about, the one that got me the prize, might be the worst mistake I’ve ever made. If we didn’t need the money so badly, I’d rip that prizewinning paper into little pieces.

Greevy says, “You want to tell me what’s really going on?”

I keep my mouth shut. I’m hardly going to tell him I fudged my entry for an international science prize. Or worse, that my mother keeps borrowing money from a loan shark (his name is Biba) who is now threatening me for repayment. I found him leaning against my car this morning, looking like the gangster that he is. He pulled out a square of newspaper from his back pocket, a clipping of the article that mentioned my prize. You won some cash! he said. An accusation. So why haven’t you paid me?

I chewed on my thumb, unsure what to say. It’s hard enough for me to speak up for myself, let alone when someone like Biba is glaring at me. I mumbled something about not having the money yet and having to go to Sweden to collect it.

Sweden? You’re lying! He knows someone like me never goes anywhere, at least not out of the country. But I wasn’t lying. Not about that, anyway.

I wish this piece of junk was worth the money you owe me, he said, gesturing at my car, then kicking at a tire with his boot. You don’t make me wait for my money too long, understand?

This took place only a few hours ago as I was setting off for school. Now, in Greevy’s office, I try to hold it together as he rants about my grades. Then he says, “How am I supposed to sign you off for a long absence just before Christmas break so you can fly off to Switzerland when you aren’t keeping up with your work here?”

Sweden, not Switzerland. They hold the Science for Our Future conference in Stockholm. But I don’t think it’s wise to correct Dr. Greevy.

“I asked you a question!” he says.

A question . . . oh God. What was it? Oh, yeah, about signing me off for an absence. “Um . . .” I say, not knowing how to answer.

“We are talking about an entire school week!” he says, shaking his head as though it’s an outrageous idea.

“It’s very important to my family,” I squeak. We owe thousands to Biba. The money from the science prize is my only way of paying it. But I’ve got to participate in the conference in Stockholm first.

Greevy returns to his files. After a long pause, he says, “I will reluctantly grant you the time. But you need a high school diploma, you understand? Please keep that in mind on your way to Switzerland.”

Greevy was never going to stop me going; he was just trying to scare me. Even so, my eyes sting. There’s a painful knot in my throat. I’m shuffling toward the door, ready to leave, when I find myself unable to contain a little burst of defiance that sometimes visits me.

“Sweden,” I mumble, my hand on the doorknob.

Greevy looks up from his papers. “Excuse me?” he says.

I turn around to face him. I know I should keep my mouth shut, but I can’t help it. “Prizewinners go to the Grand Hôtel in Stockholm,” I say.

There’s a silence between us. His face is a hard stone. I think he’s going to tell me he’s changed his mind and I can’t go, but instead his expression softens. “Okay, Sweden,” he says.

I exit Greevy’s office, my mind filled with thoughts of the award ceremony that takes place in a ballroom in the Grand Hôtel. The room is called the Hall of Mirrors and is the same hall where the very first Nobel Prize was awarded in 1901. For a moment, I forget about being hauled into the principal’s office, about failing English, about the endless struggle with money. Instead, I think about that magnificent ballroom, a room made of gold—gold everywhere, even on the ceiling—and the full scale of what I’m doing hits me. I’m going to Sweden to collect a prize I’m not really entitled to have won.

If I were smart, I’d turn around and tell Greevy he’s right. That I shouldn’t miss that week of school. Forget Stockholm. Forget the Hall of Mirrors.

But I’m not smart. See what I mean? So I keep walking.
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MY BEAUTIFUL FRIEND, Lauren, also has a beautiful car. You can’t miss it: a Mercedes C-Class Cabriolet that her father bought as a gift for his secretary. Big mistake. The dealership called to find out how they were enjoying the new car, and Lauren’s mother was like, What new car? She scored the Mercedes in the divorce that followed, but because the car reminded her of the secretary she wouldn’t drive it. So Lauren passed her driving test, bought fingernail polish to match the car’s color (hyacinth red), dug out the keys from a kitchen drawer, and declared the Mercedes her own.

I watch through my bedroom window as she pulls up, parking along the rusting chain-link fence that borders our tiny front lawn. I’m worried Biba is going to see the car on one of his lurking missions (he occasionally drives past our house slowly in order to be intimidating, and believe me, it has the desired effect). I don’t trust him near Lauren’s car.

But so far, no Biba. Lauren cuts the engine and twists around to gather some bags from the back, hoisting them onto her shoulder. I go to the front door, tiptoe in my bare feet across the dirt path, and help her with the bags. There’s a lot. She’s even trailing a suitcase.

“How do you feel about big, chunky earrings?” she asks. She’s sporting some hefty ones herself, long dangles of gold moons and stars broken up by pearls.

“Like I don’t have pierced ears.”

“Oh yeah. I always forget that. Why the hell not?”

In lots of ways, Lauren is my opposite. She lives in an enormous house, goes to a private school, loves jewelry and short dresses and shoes with big heels. But there are things we have in common. She might look like a supermodel, but the truth is she’s a science geek. Her great loves are zoology and botany. And she treats her fancy car like a truck, clocking miles along the coastline or across mountain ranges in pursuit of birds and other wildlife. Outdoors in a field coat with pouch pockets for her camera lenses, her blond hair bundled into a cap, she’ll sit for hours in the dawn light waiting for the right shot of a rare bird.

“Here,” she says, and throws me a bag of makeup. My expression must give me away, because she says, “Pleeease, just play around with it.”

We drag the bags of clothes down the narrow hall. Lauren says, “Where’s your mom?”

“Resting,” I tell her. My mother is always resting. Once in a while there’s a crisis and I brace myself. Everybody knows you can’t live forever with her kind of cancer. But my mother isn’t everybody, and sometimes I think she may just pull it off.

“I’ll keep my voice down,” Lauren whispers.

Lauren loves my mom almost as much as I do. And my mother calls us both “her girls.”

“Do I hear my girls?” my mother calls from her bedroom.

We pause by the door. She’s in bed, propped up. I can hear the live lottery drawing on the television. I know without looking that there’s a fan of lottery tickets in her hand that she’s checking carefully as the winning numbers float across the screen.

Lauren steps into the room and waves. “Hi, Diane!” she says. “You win anything?”

“Not yet. But last week I got ten dollars.”

“Fingers crossed!” Lauren says.

“Please don’t encourage her,” I whisper.

“It’s harmless,” Lauren whispers back.

But it’s not harmless. The odds are one in forty-five million. We go into my bedroom and I tell Lauren, “She might’ve won ten dollars, but she just spent thirty on new tickets.”

I don’t mention Biba. Or the monthly bills we can’t pay. I’ve never told anyone about our problems with money, not even Lauren.

“Fine, whatever,” she says, standing at the foot of my bed, unsheathing dress after dress from veils of dry-cleaning plastic, then tossing them onto the mattress. “Some of these might be a tad short for you,” she says. We’re interrupted by the booming sound of loud music from a car outside driving slowly past, windows down, stereo blaring. The sound vibrates through the air, practically shaking the walls. Finally, the car passes. “I guess the children are out tonight,” she says.

“The children” is what Lauren calls the gangs of kids that used to be in abundance in this neighborhood. It’s better now, but vandalism and burglaries are still a problem, and frankly, the kids aren’t kids anymore.

“I feel bad about borrowing your clothes,” I tell her.

“And now I feel bad that you feel bad. Let’s all feel bad, okay?” she says, and we both laugh.

She lays out dresses and suits and shoes. It reminds me of the day we met in science camp back when we were ten years old. My mother had applied for me to get a scholarship to the camp, which was an expensive residential thing that would have been impossible for us to afford. I was always entering contests, even then. But guess what? I won the scholarship, and Lauren and I got bunks next to each other. She brought so many different outfits, she needed all her trunk space and most of mine. Since then, we’ve been best friends.

“Anything useful in here?” she says, flinging open the thin doors of my closet. She quickly scans the few clothes on hangers and says, “Why is everything you own black?”

“Because they haven’t come up with a darker color?” I say, staring at Lauren’s designer dresses and boxed shoes now covering my mattress. The colors here are deep and regal: gold, crimson, emerald, ivory. All delicate, perfectly made, and from what I can tell, hardly worn. It would be easy to wreck something. I could snag a hem or stain a cuff or break a heel. “I’m worried your stuff could be, like, injured,” I say. “And what if the airline loses my suitcase?”

“They won’t. This is your suitcase.” Lauren points to the suitcase she’s brought, a candy pink Rimowa on four wheels.

“I can’t take that,” I say. I’m thinking of the price tag, not the garish color.

“It’s just sitting in my closet, which isn’t really the life a suitcase wants to lead, is it?” Then she looks at me more carefully and says, “What’s wrong? You’re going to freaking Switzerland! You should be psyched!”

“Sweden,” I say, breathing out a sigh. I’m not only un-psyched, I’m seriously nervous. How do I explain this? “It’s just that the event . . . well . . . it isn’t a high school thing. I mean, I can’t look like a teenager.”

She holds up a cashmere tunic. “Nobody will think you’re a teenager wearing this!” she says, then, “Wait . . .” She peers at me closely, no doubt noticing the strain on my face. “You don’t want to go, do you?” she says finally.

“I have to go.” I glance at the table by the bed where my brand-new, immaculate American passport waits. “I’m just not sure I should go.”

“Why not? I mean, look at this dress!” She twirls a gauzy gown into the air. A sparkle of beads float throughout the fabric, which seems to go on forever, the hem grazing Lauren’s shoe. “This dress guarantees you’ll have a great time!”

She thinks it’s nerves holding me back.

I look at the dress. I swear I’ve never seen anything so elegant. The lines of beads woven through the cloth are actually sparkling dragonflies. Coincidentally, the paper I wrote—the one that won a prize—discusses the hunting skills of dragonflies.

“You worked yourself blind on that stupid essay,” Lauren says. I can feel her mind racing, ticking through any reason I might suddenly not want to go to the prize ceremony, the banquets, the whole week of activities that are focused on the subject I love.

Lauren is the only person I can tell. And she deserves to know, so I say, “I don’t want to go because I’m not qualified to win. My entry isn’t . . . um . . . well, it didn’t follow the rules.”

“What do you mean?” she says, genuinely concerned.

“I had to . . . fake it . . . a little,” I say, forcing out the words. “I lied,” I add miserably, “and I’m terrified they’re going to find out.”

She drops down onto the bed, the dragonfly dress spreading out across her knees. “You lied?” she says, looking mortified. Lauren, who usually has an answer for everything, is stumped. After a long pause she says, “Please tell me you haven’t taken the money yet.”

I haven’t. But they’ve already sent me the airline ticket.

“Don’t freak!” I say. “I’m going to fix it . . . I’m figuring it out.”

Lauren looks around the room as though searching for an escape. “How do you ‘fix’ plagiarizing a scientific essay that wins an international prize? Kira, I think you’re brilliant. But there are some things that even you can’t figure out.”

Now it’s my turn to be shocked. “You think I plagiarized the paper?”

“Or made up the findings, right? I mean, maybe not for the entire paper, but—”

“No! Why would I do that?”

“I don’t know, people do!”

“Not me!”

“Then what’s the lie? Tell me before I dig out the shoes for this freaking dress that I don’t even know if you’ll get to wear now!”

I reach under my bed and draw out a group of stapled papers. It’s a photocopy of the Science for Our Future application, an application I’ve read dozens—no, hundreds—of times now. I hand it to Lauren, saying, “Read the part about qualifications of entry. It says you have to have received your doctorate. You know, a PhD.”

Lauren’s eyes grow wide. “Your PhD?”

“It says you can’t have received a PhD more than a year ago,” I say, quoting from the rules. “But I entered anyway because . . . well . . . the big money in science contests always goes to graduate students and postdocs.” And right now we could use some big money.

She begins reading through the application, her brow furrowed, her finger tracing the words in their tiny script across the printed page. “Did you actually tell them you have a PhD?” she asks.

“No, but I didn’t tell them I’m in high school either. I just left that part blank. It must have slipped past them.”

A smile creeps across her face. “Then what are you worried about? They may not even notice!”

I shake my head. “But what if they do? I’ve broken the rules—”

“Don’t say anything and it will be fine! You want this prize, don’t you?”

I’m desperate for the prize. We need the money so badly. And of course I’d love to visit a foreign city, to participate in the conference, to feel good about something I’ve done for once in my life.

Lauren is saying, “If you get cornered, say you wrote the essay without the benefit of a PhD and that you’d like your prize, thank you very much. . . .”

“I can’t—” I begin.

“But Kira, you left the PhD part blank. You’ve done nothing wrong! It’s their problem if they didn’t notice.”

“Really?”

“Really.” She stands, pushes the dragonfly dress toward me, and says, “I want to see if this thing is long enough.”

“It still feels like cheating,” I say.

“Not cheating. Put on the damned dress. Wait, let me get the zip.”

I slip out of my jeans and hoodie, then into the dragonfly dress. It’s a bit loose in the bust and the sleeves are an inch too short, but it is a dazzling dress in a sheer fabric, like something a movie star might wear. I love how the material moves, the beaded dragonflies, the floating hem.

“I feel like Cinderella,” I say. For a moment, I imagine being in the Grand Hôtel in Stockholm, standing among a group of people in an airy lobby in this dress.

Lauren flashes a smile. “Good! And remember, Cinderella got a prince! By which I mean, not just a handsome royal, but substantial real estate in the form of a castle, footmen, gowns, plus a fabulous scepter.”

“I just don’t know if I can pull this off,” I say.

“But you’ve already pulled it off. Nobody is going to ask about the PhD. We’ll figure out a plan if they do, but for right now I want you to see this!”

She reaches above the chest of drawers and unfastens the mirror that hangs on the wall there, angling it in front of me.

“Look at you,” she says, and whistles softly.

I glimpse the mirror and see, indeed, that the dress is stunning. The romantic neckline softens my angular shoulders, and the bodice is cut so I look more shapely. The color is good with my dark hair; its shades of blue tone down the patches of acne that sometimes flare around my chin.

“I look . . . not bad,” I say.

“Not bad?” Lauren sighs. “You look amazing.”
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I’VE NEVER FLOWN on a plane, visited a foreign country, or even stayed in a hotel. When I finally arrive in Stockholm—groggy, wrinkled, ecstatic—I feel like a visitor to my own life. I’m fascinated by the sounds of foreign voices, the signs I can’t read, the brand names I don’t recognize. Stockholm is an archipelago, a city of islands; lamplight glows on the famous bridges. Christmas lights outline storefronts and windows, the branches of trees, and the sides of red market stalls, above which hang garlands of pine.

I take a wrong turn and end up in the old town, Gamla Stan. All around are people dressed in parkas and scarves, carrying umbrellas in case the snow grows heavier. But the snow is as soft as confetti, gathering gently along the edges of the cobbled streets. The smell of hot food drifts through the air, the scent of caramelized sugar floats from pastry shops in clouds I feel I could stick out my tongue and lick. Entering a patch of green that makes up a city park, I wander unnoticed in a wooden corral among statues of Santa’s reindeer, lit with thousands of tiny bulbs.

I may be the happiest I’ve ever been.

And, of course, the minute I have this thought, I wish my mother could be here with me, that I hadn’t had to leave her behind. Lauren is going to check in on her so she won’t be entirely alone. Even so, I want tell her everything I see. But it’s dawn in California and she won’t be awake. However, I know someone who will be.

In the early hours, you can often find Lauren at Don Edwards Wildlife Refuge. I’ve been with her many times, huddling in the brush, waiting to see something interesting, the endangered Ridgway’s Rail, for example, a bird that has proven more difficult to photograph than it ought to, given it’s the size of a chicken and can’t really fly.

I get out my phone, pull off my glove, then type:

Myth: people who live in warm climates have thinner blood.

A minute later I see two blue tick marks that mean the text has been delivered. A message back from Lauren reads:

Fact: everyone wishes they lived in California.

I’m not so sure. Crossing a bridge that my map tells me connects the old town to Blasieholmen, my destination, I peer out over inky water reflecting the sky and a small sea of ships strung with lights like hundreds of floating Christmas trees. I can’t imagine anywhere more beautiful.

A few seconds later my phone rings. I hear Lauren’s voice a continent away.

“Is it amazing?” she says.

“Incredible. But also negative four degrees. Sorry, I mean 24.8 Fahrenheit.”

“Did you just convert that in your head? Never mind. How fabulous do you look in my mother’s Moncler parka?”

“Pretty good if I keep the hood up.”

I hear Lauren’s groan. “I bet you look great. Have you been to the banquet yet?”

“I’m still looking for my hotel.”

“You haven’t even found the hotel? But you left here yesterday afternoon!”

“The flight takes fifteen hours, and anyway, it was delayed. It gets dark here at, like, two o’clock. Seriously, I can see the moon.”

“Well, buy some chocolate. They make the best chocolate.”

“You’re thinking of the Swiss again.”

“Well, what do the Swedes make?”

“Clogs, I think?”

“Aren’t clogs Dutch?”

“Oh. Then maybe nothing.”

I turn a corner, still chatting. Then I stop. There, facing the water over which I’ve just come, is the Grand Hôtel. It’s huge, with a majesty difficult to achieve outside the nineteenth century, when it was built—the same century in which the Houses of Parliament, the Eiffel Tower, and the Paris Opera were imagined. Suddenly, I don’t want to take another step. I want to turn around, seek out a small room above one of the cozy restaurants in the old town, or go back to the little park of reindeer. The hotel is too imposing, too splendid; I can’t imagine visiting it, let alone staying here for days, eating and drinking and talking with scientists from all over the world.

“Lauren, I found my hotel,” I say in a whisper.

“And?”

“And it’s . . . I better go.”

I hang up and stand there in the cold, feeling the winter’s chill even through my fleece cap. Somehow, I have to enter this hotel and convince everyone inside that I’m a person I’m not. A scholar, a PhD. What felt possible back in California feels foolish and naive now that I’m here.

But I have no choice.

I walk with trepidation toward the giant, lit facade, feeling all the while like a beggar approaching the palace gates. Through the glass windows I can see people in fancy clothes, a lady in a plumed hat, a man sneezing into a pocket handkerchief. Two children race around their father’s legs as he swats at them like flies. It is like peeking into a different world. I’m an intruder who should never gain entry. I’m Cinderella, arriving at the ball with the damning voices of her stepsisters in her ear. At any moment the powers that be will identify me as an impostor and turn me away. I’m sure of it. I’m waiting for that moment of humiliation, and yet nothing happens. Or nothing bad anyway. The doormen, wearing overcoats and top hats, hold open the enormous doors. One of them, in practiced English, offers to carry my bag.

I’m given room keys, a welcome pack, and a chance to “freshen up” before tonight’s dinner. None of this feels real but within a few short hours I’m sitting in a dining room with chandeliers that sparkle against a painted ceiling, surrounded by scientists and scholars from all over the world. The four winners have our own table as well as our names listed on the evening’s program. Dr. Kira Adams. It looks strange with the others, and not just because I don’t have a PhD.

    Lauren’s “little black dress” is just right, but Lauren isn’t here to explain the formality of the dinner table. I’m baffled by all these glasses and side plates. I get out my phone and sneak a photograph, sending it to Lauren with the message, Heeelp, plz! Meanwhile, I copy what people around me do, bumbling my way through.

I’m relieved when Carlos Ruiz, a prizewinner from Texas who is seated to my left, reveals he’s overwhelmed by the place settings too.

“This is a lot of forks!” he says with good humor. I’m not even sure which plates and glasses are mine, let alone what to do with the forks. There’s a large spoon at the top of my plate that’s also a mystery. At last, Lauren messages back the photo of the place setting. She’s marked it up in lime green writing, identifying every item on the table, including which glasses I should drink from.

Phew.

Carlos tells everyone he’s glad his PhD research won a prize, because his master’s research nearly killed him. “It was like murder by microbes,” he says. He laughs, his dark curls shaking on his head.

Apparently, a handful of bacteria from a dangerous gastrointestinal illness mysteriously wafted into the laboratory’s ventilation system. Several people, including him, had ended up flat on their backs under the care of a tropical disease specialist.

He explains that it turned out to be a good thing. The illness persuaded him to move from disease ecology to his current field, which deals with dead tissue but not with disease. “If I hadn’t changed fields, I’d never have stumbled onto my current research or won this prize,” he says. “So I’m grateful for faulty lab procedures and escaped bacteria. Hey, what’s this whipped-up stuff in here?”

“Butter,” says the tiny woman next to him. Her square-framed eyeglasses remind me of my biology teacher. She wears an olive dress and her name tag, bearing the name Helmi Korhonen, pulls at its delicate fabric. “I know all about faulty lab procedures,” she continues. “People throwing risk group two cells straight into the trash along with sweet wrappers.”

“If the biohazards don’t get you, the lack of sleep does,” says Will Drummond, the final member of our group. Will is from England. Cambridge University, in fact. And he isn’t merely a category winner like the rest of us. He won his own category, of course, but he’s also the winner of the grand prize, along with its hefty cash award. He’s the sort of person who is perfectly at ease in the timeless elegance of a hotel like this and has no trouble with the place settings. “It’s amazing how many mistakes one can make in the middle of the night,” he says.

“Are we still talking about lab science here?” Carlos laughs.

I want to join in but can’t think of anything to say. Also, I’m wary of Will. He singled me out earlier, cornering me at the hotel bar where we all convened for a cocktail before dinner. “Ah, it’s the dragonfly girl,” he said, referring to my paper. I was standing there, teetering on Lauren’s high heels and trying to fit in. He asked what I wanted to drink. “A glass of something?” he offered.

The problem is I’m not eighteen yet, which is the legal drinking age in Sweden, but of course I’m supposed to be carrying off the illusion that I’m a real adult. I tried spluttering out an excuse, but Will reached for one of the fluted glasses set out on a table and placed it in my hand. I’d never had champagne before and I didn’t know how to drink it. I sipped too deeply and the champagne filled my nose.

“Careful,” he said, raising an eyebrow. “The carbon dioxide in the bubbles speeds the flow of alcohol into the intestines.” When I appeared confused he looked at me more closely. Then he leaned in and whispered, “You’ll get drunk fast if you drink it like orange juice.”

And it was like he knew—I swear he knew—that I was underage.

He addresses the dinner table now, saying, “One time I was so exhausted I spilled cancer all over myself.” He positions his hand as though holding a petri dish, then pretends to knock into something and tip it, his face aghast as he stares down at his dress shirt. Everyone laughs at his skillful mime. “I had to ring my girlfriend in the middle of the night to bring me new clothes. She wasn’t entirely pleased.”

“I once set my sleeve on fire with lit ethanol,” says Helmi. “I didn’t even notice until my arm started to burn.”

I follow along, saying nothing. It would be all too easy for me to open my mouth and reveal that I have zero practical laboratory experience. Our school doesn’t have money for any kind of laboratory, let alone a professional one. I hope my silence on the topic goes unnoticed, but of course they all eventually look at me, expecting me to come up with a war story of my own.

“What has been your experience?” Helmi says. She’s from Helsinki, her English charmingly accented.

“My experience in labs?” Oh God. “Um . . . I find some things, like, really annoying,” I say. I roll my eyes as though it’s been a trial, these labs. “And what about paywalls?” I say, a genuine concern. My biggest problem is not being able to buy the research papers I want to read. Most of the time, when I click on a citation I hit a paywall. It takes time to find a way around it.

“Doesn’t your university offer you access?” says Helmi, confused.

“Oh yes, of course!” I say, feeling a tickle of panic. “I mean when I forget to log into our . . . um . . . thing.”

“You’re quite young, aren’t you?” says Will, as though he’s just completed an assessment. He’s handsome and horrible at the same time. His blond hair shines softly in the candlelight but his eyes are fixed hard upon me. “I always worry about young people with great intellectual promise. They tend to get pushed too fast for their own good.”

I stare at him, frozen. It’s as if he’s figured the whole thing out, and he knows I’m still in high school, that I don’t have a PhD or any diploma. Luckily, dessert arrives, interrupting our conversation. White mousse in a chocolate cup. But I’m too nervous to even enjoy chocolate.

Carlos says, “Every kid starts out as a natural-born scientist. That’s a quote from Sagan.”

Will begins a story, telling everyone at the table how as a boy he’d spent summers conducting experiments at his family’s farmhouse in Devon. He exploded goose eggs using hydrogen gas and kitchen matches, much to the annoyance of his father, a geologist.

I don’t think I’ve ever seen an actual goose egg. And I can’t imagine Will as a child. He gives the impression of a man whose youth had been an unnecessary impediment he’d stepped over on his way to adulthood.

“Were you aware that my brother was in line for the prize you won?” he says, turning to me again.

I don’t know how to respond to that. “Your brother?” I say.

“Aiden Drummond,” he says, as though I ought to know the name. “He’s the runner-up. Had he won the prize, the university would have given him matching grant money for his work. The fact you referenced some of his research in your own paper was a double blow.”

“Oh,” I say, feeling my face redden.

“He’s interested in unihemispheric sleep,” says Will.

Unihemispheric sleep is when half the brain rests while the other half is awake. Flocks of birds migrating for the winter are often half asleep, so to speak, as they travel. But it’s hardly a new or specialized subject. Lots of people study it.

“In any case, Aiden is arriving tomorrow to sit in on the conference,” continues Will. “I’ll introduce you.” Without taking his eyes off me he reaches for a carafe of water and fills my glass. “I just thought it was interesting that you quoted from his earlier research. And that for some reason, he didn’t win the prize.”

I hear a note of bitterness in Will’s tone, as though I have no right to win if I’m referencing any of his brother’s data to make my own argument. It’s understandable that he feels that way, and I wish I could think of a response. But I’m distracted by Helmi, who announces excitedly, “Did you hear that last year one of the winners was disqualified? His data was incorrect. They had to give it to another.”

She makes her eyes large and round, as though this is a delicious scandal.

“I heard that, too,” says Carlos.

“Oh,” I say, even more nervous now. “Does that happen often? That they remove someone’s prize, I mean?”

“It has been known,” Will says, “though I’m sure your data is perfect. Your math is certainly impressive. Where did you do your PhD?”

So there it is, the perfectly reasonable question I prayed nobody would ask. I’m not sure if I hear suspicion in Will’s voice or if I’m just paranoid.

Luckily, Lauren helped me prepare for this moment. According to her, I don’t answer the question that’s been asked. Instead, I answer a different question, as though he asked me what, not where, I studied.

“Biochemistry,” I say, with as much confidence as I can muster.

But Will’s not letting me off that easily.

“I meant,” he says slowly, “at what university?”

So, the strategy hasn’t worked. Or at least not yet. Lauren said that if I didn’t succeed in distracting him through conversational evasion to try staging a minor accident, like dropping my purse. But just as I have this thought, Will does what I hope he’ll do—in fact, exactly what Lauren had promised he would do if I avoided answering—and asks a second question, allowing me to dodge the first.

“I mean, you’re American, right?” he says. “Or are you Canadian?”

“I’m from California.” Experience tells me that he will now ask me about California. The image, popular among tourists, is that the whole of the coast, from San Diego to Crescent City, is one long beach vacation spot filled with movie stars.

Will bites the bait. “Where in California?” he says.

“Near San Francisco.” I’m about to launch into a description of the state parks, the wildlife, the beaches, as well as Los Angeles and the occasional movie star sighting, but Will isn’t interested. He turns fully toward me so that I feel pinned between the oak slats of my seat back and his serious, heavy face.

“Palo Alto? Don’t tell me you were a student of Dr. Munn. That wouldn’t have made for a fair contest, would it?”

By Palo Alto, he means Stanford and, of course, the Mellin Institute, where Dr. Munn has his laboratory. Munn is on the board of the Science for Our Future prize and, no doubt, holds great influence with the committee that chooses the prizewinners. He’s also tonight’s speaker. What Will is saying is that a student of Munn’s might have an unfair advantage. Maybe he thinks this is why my paper was chosen over his brother’s. I shake my head quickly.

“I’ve never even met Dr. Munn!” I say, sounding mildly hysterical even to myself.

“Then where exactly—” Will begins again.

“Rimowa University,” I blurt out. Rimowa? That’s the brand name of Lauren’s suitcase. What the heck made me say that?

Will looks as shocked as I am. “I’ve never heard of—”

I can’t let him continue. I feel the sudden jab of a headache, as though Will’s attack is physical, not verbal. I need a distraction like Lauren spoke of—an accident, that’s it! I feel myself shaking as I reach for my water glass, the one that Will just filled. It’s a shame to tip it onto the white linen, but I do so easily enough. In fact, I knock it too hard, sending the glass tumbling, colliding with a dessert fork so that there’s a sudden twang, then water all over the table. I gasp and push myself away from the table as icy water fills my lap. I manage to give an impression of utter surprise, as though it truly had been an accident, and am joined by Helmi, who squeaks an “Oh dear!”

A couple of waiters step forward. Will and I have to stand aside, out of the way, as they dry the floor. Suddenly there is someone else in front of me. He isn’t Will and he isn’t a waiter either.

“You okay?” he says, smiling. He’s holding a small box of recording equipment he’d been taking up to the stage, passing our table just at the moment the glass fell. He puts aside the box now and takes my hand. “I’m Rik Okada. I work for Munn.”

His accent is distinctly American. In a dinner jacket and bow tie, his blue-black hair casually tousled, he might also be the best-looking guy I’ve ever seen, with large dark eyes and a pronounced angle to his cheekbones. Young, too. He couldn’t be much older than I am. I’m suddenly aware of how awkward I look, standing in a puddle in Lauren’s dress, which has a giant wet spot down the front that I now try to shield with a dinner napkin.

I say, “I’m fine, I think. I didn’t get any water on you, did I?”

“Not at all,” he says. He seems to find it amusing that I would worry about spilling on him. Like he wouldn’t have cared if I had.

Meanwhile, Will is staring at me again. I get the sense he’s figured out that I staged the accident. This may make him more determined than ever to find out the truth.

“I’ll let you get back to your dinner,” Rik says, and I think, No! Don’t do that! He’s about to dissolve back into the other guests, leaving me with Will, when I say desperately, “Are you a scientist?” which is perhaps the dumbest thing to say in a place like this.

But if he thinks it’s a lame question he doesn’t show it. “I work around scientists, does that count? I’ve only just finished at Berkeley.”

Will interjects, saying, “Tell me, have you ever heard of a Rimowa Univ—”

“Berkeley!” I interrupt. “That’s so nice!” I say, sounding frantic and strange.

Rik smiles, then collects his box of equipment and looks toward Munn, seated at the other end of the room. “It seems so long ago now,” he says, then excuses himself, telling me he hopes I enjoy the conference and to come to him with any problems. “I keep things running,” he adds.

“Can you keep her from tipping things over?” says Will, clearly annoyed. He’s about to say something more when, as though by divine intervention, a spoon taps a glass and we are called upon to hear tonight’s talk.

Dr. Gregory Munn is a tall, spare man with white hair that flows over the collar of his jacket and an academic shabbiness that feels exotic to me. But then, I’ve never met a real-life professor.

He stands at the front of the room looking through papers, readying himself for his after-dinner talk. He then steps forward, welcoming the prizewinners, the judges, and all the distinguished guests, addressing them with the sort of ease that comes from years of public speaking and the confidence of someone who is never lost for words. Behind him, the screen fills with the academy’s logo. To one side is Rik, recording the event. I can see his dark hair, his handsome profile.

I really shouldn’t stare.

The room smells of coffee and chocolate, stringent whiskey and the ash from a fire that crackles and burns in the fireplace. Amid the tinkling of glasses and rustling of fabric, Munn rubs the lenses of his reading glasses, then settles into his talk. Across the screen arrive words written large against a background of space, studded with stars:

WE KNEW THE WORLD WOULD NOT BE THE SAME. A FEW PEOPLE LAUGHED, A FEW PEOPLE CRIED, MOST PEOPLE WERE SILENT.

Munn says, “Of course, we all recognize this quote. It’s Robert Oppenheimer reflecting on the awful spectacle of the atomic bomb exploding upon the unready city of Hiroshima, Japan. I read it every so often to remind myself that while advancements in science miraculously improve and extend our lives, they can also end them. With each passing decade, I become more concerned about the increased involvement of the military in all areas of scientific endeavor.”

A picture from Mellin flashes across the screen. It shows Munn in a lab coat standing among a group of people working at bench seats along a white table. All of them are pristinely attired, some with goggles hoisted upon their brows.

“As many of you may know,” Munn continues, “I began my career in regenerative medicine many decades ago in Cambridge, England. But these days, when I’m not working on my California suntan—” He waits now as a few chuckles drift through the room. If Munn has ever visited the beaches along the California coast, there’s no evidence of it on his pale skin. “—I’m inside the laboratories at the Mellin Institute working alongside very talented men and women. We are under tremendous pressure to respond to advances in the area of bioterrorism and other forms of weaponry. The threat is very real.”

Mellin isn’t a place I associate with anything of this kind. It’s famous for stem cell research. You want to grow a heart? Ask Munn about it. You want to see a “mini-brain” in a petri dish? That’s also at Mellin. It’s most famous for the invention of a revolutionary kidney machine. These machines, used all over the world, save thousands of lives by making it possible to repair even very damaged donor kidneys so that the organs are serviceable as healthy transplants. I’ve never heard of Mellin’s involvement in countering biothreats. The lab certainly doesn’t tweet about it.

Perhaps that’s why the room is still, not a movement nor a sound. Everyone is captivated as Munn continues, describing the dilemmas scientists face in today’s world. “Funding comes with strings attached. And those with the money and power push us to apply our findings too early. We must be cautious with what we do, who we work for, and how we apply our talent and skills. Science for profit is a growing worry, and not every business or government is as scrupulous about ethical issues as we would have them be.”

It’s a sobering message. When at last he draws to a close, a silence falls, then a thunder of applause fills the air. Munn promises to answer questions, and a microphone is passed around in an orderly fashion. Ten minutes later people are on their feet again, this time making their way to the after-dinner celebration. Guests, judges, speakers, and committee members will stay up late into the night, lounging in empire chairs and on velvet chesterfields, sipping schnapps and talking.

I don’t join in. Instead, I slip away as soon as possible toward the back of the room, then out to the hotel’s wide corridor and into the ladies’ room, where I hide inside a stall. It’s the one place where Will can’t reach me. He seems determined to uncover the truth about my education, or lack thereof. He wants me disqualified. After all, his brother is the runner-up.

It shouldn’t be difficult to avoid him, at least tonight. But as I come out of the ladies’ room, he is standing right there as though he’s been waiting.

He smiles like a host receiving a guest. “I believe we were having a chat about your degree work,” he says. He holds up his phone. “Google has no record of a Rimowa University in California.”

“Who said it was in California?” I’m panicking now. It’s not the award that concerns me. It’s the money. If I’m disqualified, I can’t pay Biba. And the luxurious room with its magnificent view of the Royal Palace—a room that I can no more afford than I can swim the Baltic Sea—will also become my debt. The plane fare, too, I imagine.

“Kira,” he says, and makes a little gesture as though calling me toward him. There really isn’t much choice unless I want to push back through the bathroom door and spend the rest of the evening sitting on a toilet seat. But just then, something remarkable happens.

It’s Helmi. She’s been drawn to the ladies’ room for reasons other than escape, and she brings with her a journalist from the Swedish newspaper Dagens Nyheter. The journalist wants to interview the prizewinners. Most important, the grand prize winner. And that is Will.

“Hello!” the journalist says, extending her hand to him. “I am Elsa!” She has gleaming pale hair and a stylish faux-fur hat. In her long dark coat and leather boots that rise above her knees, she is urban and chic, and altogether more glamorous than the science crowd.

I watch with amusement as Will transforms like a flower. The menacing glare he’d fixed upon me evaporates. In its place, he affects an expression of humility and charm, almost managing a blush as he takes Elsa’s hand.

“So, you are the shining star of the competition, no?” Elsa says, thrusting the microphone in Will’s direction.

Time to escape. I move quietly away from Will, now powerless to follow me. He watches with dark disapproval before redirecting his attention to the beautiful Swedish journalist, who seems thrilled with him, as though he were royalty from another world, an alien prince.
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I MAKE THE mistake of checking out the person who was disqualified last year. It turns out the researcher got some data wrong, that’s all. It was an error. But the committee ruled against him anyway as his conclusion was not considered to be “genuine.”

Apparently the committee is very strict.

And now I can’t sleep. I toss and turn all night in my giant bed. Nagging at my conscience is the fact that somewhere in the hotel is Will, waiting for morning so that he can hound me again. It feels like the night’s hours are carrying me toward a terrible end. I am sure I’ll be disqualified. It’s only a matter of time.

By dawn I give up and pull on some clothes, then wander through the wide, lit halls of the hotel until I arrive at the restaurant. It’s called the Veranda because in summer the glass walls fold back so that guests can dine in the open air. Through this glass I watch the winter snow glow with the sunrise.

It’s so beautiful I think it might be worth the insomnia.

Around me, waiters in waistcoats come and go, ignoring the drowsy girl folded in a chair. The buffet is filled first with a continental selection, baskets of bread smelling of pumpernickel, sourdough, and rye, pastries dusted with sugar on tiered plates. There are croissants and iced braids and fruited buns with colorful centers of cherry, apple, and peach.

But anxiety about Will has sapped my appetite and I sit miserably with a kaffe latte, wondering when he plans to launch his next assault. As always when nervous, I’m biting my nails, which seems even weirder than usual because I’m wearing Lauren’s clothes. I don’t think elegantly dressed people are supposed to be nail-biters.

Finally, I wander over to the buffet, selecting one of the cinnamon kanelbullar that arrive warm from the oven. It turns out that this palm-size delicacy is the most delicious cinnamon bun in the world. I eat eagerly, feeling the warm butter like a balm. The taste of sugar and cinnamon have a calming effect, reminding me of Sunday mornings when I used to wake to the scent of my mother’s special pancakes. Back then, when she was well, there were no loans. Thinking about those days, which are many years ago now, I’m at peace. As the waiters place bowls of fresh berries on a shallow shelf of ice behind where I am seated, I fall asleep.

I wake to the sound of cutlery, of china touching china, of eggs crackling in butter and the rustling of voices. The air is steamy with coffee. Hot breakfast warms in silver dishes with decorated lids. The tables nearby, once flawlessly laid with shining goblets and napkins folded into swans, are now filled with people. I think I hear Carlos among them. There’s no mistaking his Texan accent. When I
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