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PROLOGUE





February, 12th, 2014





Leda here!


I put a little net around the sunflower I planted in the front yard to protect it from critters, and now I’m back inside, eager to tell you what happened with Nico after that magical summer 1990.


Friendless and angry, he’d crashed into my life at eight. Used to my much older sister’s beatings, I stood up to the thug time and again. Yet, I existed in a liminal space, where my male soul and female body coexisted, far from Mom’s ideal princess and the boy Dad had hoped for. 


After my parents’ separation, only Nico related to my emotional turmoil. A jerk but honest, at least with me, he recognized my darkness for his own. Our antagonism became the steadiest thing in both of our lives, transforming, unbidden, into a heartfelt friendship.


Until puberty.


I still didn’t fit in with the girls, but now the boys were no option either. At 11, the only way not to lose Nico would have been to date him, but my feelings confused me, and sucking face grossed me out (not like I’d tried). Meanwhile, Nico made out with anyone who’d let him, and the volunteers abounded. Slow and inexorable, we drifted apart like tectonic plates as popularity imprisoned him in the cliché of the bad boy, and I simmered in the loneliness of my strangeness.


Then, at 12, in the summer of 1990, my first crush on a much-older guy showed me what love should feel like and woke up my hormones. Not to mention my first kiss with a perfect stranger, under extenuating circumstances…


So, when I returned from summer vacation, a smidgeon of confidence had seeded itself into my weary soul. Still, I did not expect to find a postcard from Nico the Thug, claiming that words were in order.


What could he want now?








PART ONE

Growing Pains










1

Sweep Them Off Their Feet
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SEPTEMBER 17, 1990





“What are you up to?”


“Starry!” Startled, I inhaled a mouthful of mothball fumes and cigarette smoke, unburying myself from the huge armoire in the upstairs hallway. My sister Viola had tacked on Mom’s the nickname “Starry” (which meant “old hag” in the dialect used in Clockwork Orange), and the monicker had stuck.


“So?” Mom adjusted her blue-rimmed glasses and ran a hand through her short, recently dyed auburn hair. 


How much did I want to reveal? As little as possible. “Huh, just rummaging through Viola’s old clothes.” Shame warmed my face. Fitting in and being liked would hopefully be worth the humiliation of dressing up as a girl. Gah! Perhaps I could overcome my hang-up.


Mom’s full lips spread into a delighted grin. “And what kind of clothes are you looking for?” Her silk chemise, designer sandals, and shorts seemed overkill for studying for one of her psychology finals at home, but what did I know? She puffed on her cigarette, waiting for me to elaborate. 


I shrugged, but the miniskirt in my hand gave me away.


Starry beamed. “Oh, my! Finally! I could take you shopping!” 


Mom’s joy shattered me, confirming that my desire for hoodies and jeans was a character flaw. Also, I hated Mom’s shopping sprees, where she bullied me into buying girly clothes I’d never wear. “No thanks, this is only…an experiment.”


Possessed by the spirit of some fairy godmother, she whisked me to her bedroom, arms full of ridiculous hand-me-downs, which she piled on her king bed. “Try this! Aww! What about this one?”


Regret. At least, for a moment, happiness colored her face, a rare sight since breaking up with her jerk of a boyfriend. Lately, her mood had vacillated mainly between glum and catatonic.


Our fat, one-eyed cat, Fuzzer, curled on the bed in a mess of long gray fur. Skeptical, I pulled on the fabric of the garment I’d donned. The mirror in one of Mom’s two walk-in closets (one had been Dad’s) returned my perplexed greenish eyes, the bushy eyebrows, and a thick, frizzy braid full of flyaway. 


And…Me in a dress.


Ugh. What a joke!


Mom clapped her hands. “Leda, you’re lovely!”


Re-ugh. 


Flat like a board, too short, too skinny. The absurd, flowery garment highlighted my shortcomings. How could something that felt so wrong be right? “Starry, I want it to look natural, not like I’m trying too hard.” Little did I know that no dress ever would look natural on me—to me—no matter what.


“Nonsense!” She scratched Fuzzer, who stretched with a tremor of pleasure. “By the way, the orthopedist said that you could do corrective gymnastics instead of swimming laps.” 


My bad posture hadn’t improved much after years of swimming. As much as I loved water, swimming laps in winter made me miserable. Might as well try something new. “What’s that? Can I do it from home?” I put on a blue dress that made me look like an orphaned sailor.


“Stretching, exercises…No, you’d have to go to the gym.”


Not as fun as volleyball practice, but no big deal. 


I tried dress, after skirt, after dress.


Two hours later, a pink (pink!) denim miniskirt and a white t-shirt with a red hibiscus on the front rested on my bed. By the time Starry gave up on the sandals—too big anyway—we were both upset. My dirty, once-cream chucks would work just fine.


Standing on the threshold to my small bedroom, Starry dared, “May I ask what brought about this change?”


“Nico.” I dropped my used-to-be-best-friend’s name like a bomb, mainly to irritate her.


As Starry choked, “Bring it all back! Leda!” I pushed her out gently and locked the door with the key I’d stolen from Viola’s unused room. My sister was off at college anyway.


That night, in my bed and with the light already off, I set out to pray, which I’d done for as long as I could remember. My prayers, though different every night, had some ritual sentences I’d made up and changed in time. For example, I no longer asked for every day to be sunny (being more aware of droughts). 


“Dear Jesus, I finally figured out that to be at ease with a guy, I need to talk with him and understand him. This is a long shot because Nico talks once a year, and when he does, he’s rude—but typically right. Last year, I was ‘emotionally unavailable’ like he said, and so was he, but maybe we can fix that. He’s the one who wants to talk to me, right? Please make my second year of middle school a blast. Oh, and make me a volleyball champion.” I concluded with my ritual sentence, concocted to ensure I thought of others as well, “Please make everyone happy with good reason…” I had added the last bit after imagining a planet overrun by happy idiots. “…and let me sleep well with no nightmares. Amen.” However, the horrible nightmares that had plagued my childhood had somewhat subsided after Viola had moved out. I rolled on my side and fell asleep, excited about the first day of my second year of middle school.
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Too soon, my alarm tore me from a fitful sleep. I jerked into the painstakingly selected outfit and even let my hair down, brushing my teeth (a rare occurrence) before rushing downstairs to the kitchen to gulp a bowl of milk and cookies. 


Starry entered the room, groggy, in one of her flowery robes.


“Don’t say a thing,” I growled.


“But you’re so pretty!” She answered in her smoker’s baritone from behind a triple espresso.


Damn, I didn’t want to be pretty as much as I wanted to be badass. No can do. I stood to go change, but the doorbell rang.


Mom frowned. “Who could it be at this time of the morning?”


I grabbed my backpack. “I’ll check on my way out.”


“And you look beautiful!”


Gross! My discomfort level rose to a two.


I rolled my eyes and opened the front door. Fifteen, tanned, and completely unexpected, Alex flashed me a dashing smile from behind the gate, his wild sun-kissed hair tousled by the breeze like the hero of some TV show. If only I could like him rather than Nico.


“Want to go to school together?” He gave me the once-over, hazel eyes widening. “Wow, Lee, is this how you go to school? You look…Wow, you look like a girl!”


Discomfort level three and a half, steadily rising. Alex lived in the same gated community as I did, and we’d met over the summer.


I trudged from the door to the front gate. “Are you serious? Your high school is on the opposite side of town.”


“Very serious. I mean, I won’t propose yet, but if you want to be my girlfriend, the offer is still on the table.”


That got my unease to a full four. Alex had nursed an inexplicable crush on me all summer, but I only saw him as a friend. “Still no, and my bike has a flat tire. I have to walk. So, go ahead.”


Alex grunted. “So much for not being the ‘damsel in distress.’ Isn’t that what you said the other night?” I rolled my eyes. “Hop on; your school is on the way…” It wasn’t. “And I told you that I’ll change your mind about dating me.” He gestured to his crossbar, where I sat. Befuddled by his interest, I hugged my Invicta backpack, which rested on the handlebars. When the warmth of his chest brushed my back, I realized how awkward the ride was going to be, since I’d be between his arms with his face by my ear for the entire way to school.


Discomfort level: six. Where was the exploding point?


I scooted forward as he rode through the suburban streets of Arese. Our small city of eighteen thousand was a patchwork of fields, ancient homes, older cascine (old farms), gated communities with cookie-cutter little villas like mine and Alex’s, and tall apartment buildings like Nico’s.


Four schools, including my middle school, faced a pedestrian-only street. Alex swerved around students of all ages, from pre-school to high school, to stop by the crowded bike racks. Nico’s lanky silhouette detached from the middle school’s most desolate wall at the back of the gym, where he was sharing a cigarette with a handful of boys. Gross. Despite the distance, our gazes met. Disheveled, smooth black hair hid his unfazed brown eyes. An entire summer in his native Sicily had darkened his olive skin. I struggled to believe he’d sent me a postcard saying we needed to talk, but I knew his handwriting.


“Alex, let me down?”


Alex scooted forward on his bike and whispered in my ear, “Not yet. I’ve made you a cassette.”


Oh, damn!


I shrank away. The instant Alex lifted his arm to rummage in his jean jacket’s pocket, I hopped off, but Nico was already looking away and ambling with his posse toward the entrance, at the opposite end of the school. Classes started at 8:15, and the door wouldn’t open until 8. He was rarely early.


Alex handed me a sixty-minute tape, startling me out of my musings. “It’s Marco Masini. I hope you like it.”


“Thanks!” I loved music and had recently inherited my sister’s old Walkman, devouring anything I could get my hands on—Roxette from Starry’s ex-boyfriend, for example, or Nick Kershaw, which my sister had bought me for Christmas, insisting I had a crush on the guy. I did not. I had just wanted to sit beside my sister while she watched MTV, hoping that she’d like me for a change. She hadn’t.


Alex grinned. “I’ll pick you up tomorrow morning, too! Don’t leave without me.” He waved and biked away.


I hid my hot face behind my unkempt hair, which reached the small of my back. That jerk Nico had better see whatever Alex liked, because this skirt-skirt would not happen again anytime soon. The idea of dating, of anyone feeling entitled to kiss me, made me queasy, and not in a good way. Still, I longed to feel the rush of my first love and first kiss again, and more than anything, I wanted to fit in and to stop disappointing Mom.


Summer still whispered through the lush trees in the courtyard and the thick forest beyond the school grounds, at the edge of the fields. I walked toward the main entrance with the gathering herd, gazing at my once-white sneakers, well aware that Nico was converging on the same spot, somewhere behind me.


Sonia sidled up to me. “Damn, Nico’s even hotter than I remembered. Does that explain your getup?” 


Discomfort to a full five. My airhead of a best friend, one year older than me, was one of two girls I’d tolerated since losing all my buddies to puberty. “Shut up. Where’s Peo?”


“Locking his bike. He came to pick me up this morning.” She smiled, smug. Stoic Peo, one of my oldest friends, had somehow landed an older, taller (Sonia towered over most) green-eyed brat after she’d kissed him in the dark, mistaking him for his older, brooding brother. They had been dating for a couple of weeks, and I’d never seen Sonia so happy.


Another comment had me jump out of my skin. “Balni, who knew you were a hot piece of culo? Look at you with your hair down—”


Discomfort level 10: exploding point reached. “Romeo, talk to me again, and I’ll kill you.”


“Dressed like that? It might be worth it.” Romeo blew me a kiss on his way to the entrance. Nico’s new best friend was the typical popular boy, all dimpled smiles and twinkling brown eyes, preppy, and a basketball star despite being the shortest on the team. The smooth talker got away with anything. Nico, mostly mute, had learned to hide behind Romeo’s charm, teaching Romeo all of his shadiest tricks in exchange. 


Meanwhile, Nico’s little gang caught up with us. Nico passed me, glancing at my pink miniskirt. “Wow, Balni, quite the outfit.”


The spiteful smirk.


The pity.


Discomfort level 1,000.


I stopped dead in my tracks. My vision tunneled on Nico’s shrinking back, his words echoing in the space where my self-esteem had been. It didn’t take much. His smirk could have been a symptom of appreciation or mockery. Likely, he didn’t give a damn. He’d frowned, maybe unrecognizing, which was appropriate since I didn’t recognize myself either. What the hell had I been thinking?!


“Balni, you coming?” Romeo called back. Sonia was now hanging from Peo’s arm, miles of legs ending in a midsection without much of a waistline, yet.


I hunched over my left shoe, pretending to tie it to gain some time. “Go ahead!”


Damn. I was not the person I used to be, but I didn’t know who I was becoming yet, either. Nico and I kept growing apart, not closer. If only I could disappear, or spin like Wonder Woman to make a new outfit appear on me while thunder crackled. Then I recalled her skimpy bikini and considered that my situation might not be so dire. It’s pretty unbelievable what a male-led society thinks a woman of action should wear to kick some culo.


I straightened, inhaled deeply, and marched toward school.










2

Two Candidates
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AT RECESS, I lingered at my desk, in hiding, doodling in my planner. Maria, a kind, blue-eyed genius and the second (and last) girl I tolerated, shared her posh clique with me on occasion, but today called for solitude. Sonia hung all over Peo in the hallway, the two of them glued together. Funny how he’d liked me for years, but as soon as Sonia had thrown herself at him, things had changed. What if I gave Alex a chance? Could a kiss change my emotions? Because kissing the guy who’d talked my ears off all night at summer camp had turned my brain into fizzy soda. His address collected dust on a shelf in my bedroom, together with that of the guy I’d liked at nine. I sucked at keeping in touch.


Romeo strutted into the classroom and straddled the empty chair beside mine, arms resting on its back. “Are you sad because you got all dolled up and Nico doesn’t care?”


Exactly. “No way.” The dick could be perceptive. Romeo exuded confidence, and I envied him for that. 


“Well, I’ve noticed, and he might care, you know?”


Did he pity me? “Don’t you have places to be?”


“Nuh-uh.” 


Romeo on my case prompted me to go lock myself in a bathroom stall. I ignored his fading, taunting remarks on my way out of the classroom. Midway down the hallway, someone seized my arm and turned me around. “Balni.”


I averted my eyes, but the harshness of Nico’s gaze did not leave me. “Nico.” For a long moment, he did not speak, holding on to my wrist. I lifted my gaze to find he had also looked away. He finally let go of me but uttered no words. 


I huffed. “Oh, for fuck’s sake, Nico, talk! You said on your postcard that you wanted to talk. So, talk.”


He smirked. “I see you haven’t changed much—except the clothes, I mean.” I glared. “Me neither. Words—not my thing.” I frowned. He rolled his eyes. “Miii. Who the fuck is Prince Charming? Don’t pretend you don’t know who I’m talking about. Dude looks like Zach from Saved by the Bell.”


“Does not. And he’s a friend.”


He quirked an eyebrow, skeptical. “He looked friendly.”


I fought past his anger and my fear. If I didn’t fess up now, I’d lose my chance. Every time Nico and I had talked in the last few years, we’d wanted to bridge the gap between us (at least I had), but ended up pushing each other farther away. I didn’t want that anymore. “Nico, you were right. I was emotionally unavailable; all I needed was to talk things out, you know?”


“Zach must be a talker, then.”


“He is, actually, but that’s not—”


“Balni, he looks like a keeper, real golden boy and all, and I’m happy for you, but skirts are not for talking. They’re for easy access—Don’t yell at me yet.” I bit my tongue, which gave me time to consider that he may be right. What fucked-up world did we leave in? Skirts made it hard to run, climb, or do anything useful, except for being groped or worse.


Nico interrupted my thoughts. “Listen, you’re ridiculous in this getup. This is not you, and nobody should force you to be something you’re not, not even fucking Zach.”


Discomfort at nuclear levels: meltdown achieved.


“Nice talk, Nico.” I skirted around him and made a beeline for the bathroom. Once again, he had entirely misunderstood me, except for one thing. 


My clothes were not the issue. I was. 


Still, had Nico been jealous?
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That afternoon, before heading to volleyball training, I peeked inside Starry’s bedroom. “Hey.”


Posters of artwork by Miró and Schiele surrounded the king bed: two pieces depicted lone women, and the third showed an open but barred window over a closed door. The viewer could only glimpse outside. 


Mom was fussing with a wooden box at her antique vanity, which was strewn with makeup tools, a lash curler, and several golden necklaces and bracelets. 


“How did it go?” She asked, narrowing her eyes over my sweats. “And what happened to your cute outfit?” She lifted the glass top of the wooden box to lay inside a cut geranium with petals of a velvety red, so dark as to seem black.


I shrugged and lay on her bed. “What’s with the flower?”


She blushed. “It’s from my therapist. Her flowers are so gorgeous that I worked up the courage to ask for one.”


I propped myself up on my elbows. “Starry, don’t tell me you fell for your therapist.” 


“Don’t be silly, my therapist is a woman.” Obviously, same sex love was inconceivable in 90s Italy, not only for my mother but for me as well. “She’s amazing, but it’s not a peer relationship. She knows everything about me, including my darkest secrets, while I know nothing about her.”


“That’s a fucked-up relationship, kinda like with God.”


“Leda! Watch your mouth!”


“What’s the big deal, Starry, the F-word or the G-word?” Starry wasn’t into religion or swearwords. “Either way, it’s just words. All these conventions are ridiculous; why should some words be bad?”


She rolled her eyes and closed the lid on the wooden box, reaching for one of the many cigarettes that made her voice croaky. “Welcome, adolescence! Anyway, someone who can be objective and give you advice is invaluable.”


“So you’re allowing a stranger who doesn’t care about you to tell you what to do with your life? And you pay her for it?”


“Don’t talk about her that way!” Her lighter sparked twice, then fired up, and she inhaled. “You sound like your father.”


My mom’s worst insult, and a recurrent one. Since my parents had split three years before, Dad had become “your father,” and, for reasons unknown, Starry no longer allowed him in the house. Dad had never approved of Mom’s therapy, which he blamed for the separation. I used to spend weekends with him, but now that he was in a new, seemingly healthy relationship, weekend stays had been replaced by a pizza night on Wednesdays. His girlfriend lived an hour away and could only visit him on the weekends. The change suited me fine, as I now preferred hanging out with my friends on Saturdays and Sundays.


Starry added, “And my therapist cares! She even gave me the flower!” She sounded like a lovelorn Sonia. “It’s only thanks to her that I broke up with your father and went back to school!”


I frowned, unimpressed, but did not argue further. No need to remind Mom that she hadn’t been any happier as far as I could tell. In recent years, her need for my support had become as apparent as my need for hers. “So why aren’t you putting the flower in water?”


“I want to let it dry so that it can last forever, and I’ll be able to see it every day through the glass.”


Holy cow. “Okay. I’m off to volleyball. See you later?”


She didn’t bother to reply, talking to herself as she adjusted the petals.
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I locked my bike to the fence and headed inside my school’s gym through the back door. Our coach, cantankerous Mr. M., a greasy-haired forty-something volunteer, was setting up the net—five centimeters higher than mandated as if the regular height wouldn’t dwarf me enough. I waved at him in a strange mix of awe and resentment.


As usual, I arrived first, and Lexi, our middle blocker, followed soon after, joining me in the locker room. A string bean with pale blue eyes, pervasive acne, and mousy hair tied back, my forever antagonist asked, “Yo, Shorty, where’s your long shadow?”


Sonia had convinced me to register for the team one year earlier, but despite her impressive height, she’d turned out to be a lazy klutz, quickly losing interest. I frowned. “Why, you miss her?”


Lexi scoffed, sliding on her kneepads. “Waste of space. No clue why you train with her.”


I ignored the possible backhanded compliment in case of a trap. “To be honest, I don’t think she’s coming at all this year. She has a boyfriend now, and…her priorities have shifted.”


Lexi scoffed—again. “Volleyball is always number one. You get it, right? You might be a dwarf undeserving of the captain title, but your serves and defense…don’t suck.”


I smirked. “Uh-huh.”


Eye roll. “Don’t get a big head now. Your little body won’t support it. Still, a boyfriend would be nice.”


I’d never seen Lexi as a human before today, and I cautiously dared a genuine question. “Anyone on your mind?”


She shrugged. “Marzio on the boys’ team, forever.”


“For real?” I scoffed this time. The super-tall middle blocker, three or four years older than us, was a big hit with my teammates. I did not find him attractive at all.


She ignored my rhetorical question. “You?”


Maybe Sonia’s absence had changed the dynamic between us, or perhaps I loved the idea of decreasing Lexi’s animosity toward me. She was a bit snarky but a strong player, and I enjoyed her sarcasm. Also, she didn’t go to my school, so sharing my love problems seemed harmless, and I could use some advice that wasn’t Sonia’s. “Well, there’s this guy, Nico, but that’s a disaster. Then there’s Alex.”


“Huh! Train with me and spill? Mr. M. told Sara she has to train with the other setter this year.”


Amazing! With Sonia defecting, I’d feared the awkwardness of not having a partner. While girls trickled in, Lexi and I headed into the gym, eager to squeeze in some passes before everyone gathered to run.


Lost in his thoughts, Mr. M. released the volleyballs, and the familiar echo of bouncing balls gave me a thrill. Lexi listened to me intently, a change of pace compared to Sonia’s constant interruptions. 


Once I stopped talking, she pondered, then said, “Listen, this Nico’s been around forever. Either he’s not interested or he’s unable to show interest. If Alex is as hot as you say…You should definitely introduce me!”


At least, that got me to smile. Lexi had a point, though. My desire for companionship didn’t mean I had to settle for one of the two current candidates. 


Right?










3

I'd Want You
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TRAINING CENTERED ME. Hitting the ball as hard as I could and scoring an ace was the best therapy in the world. Nonetheless, by the time I pedaled home, ate a sandwich, and lay on my bed, my thoughts coalesced into a dark cloud once more.


Fuzzer had followed me upstairs and curled up next to me. A chest of drawers blocked the bed from the door. Moving the chest had allowed more room for the bookshelves on the opposite wall around my desk and made my bed feel more like a nest—safer. A tall armoire took up most of the wall by the window. I curled in the fetal position and squeezed Hairry, the blankie I’d refused to give up and that shared all of my nights.


You’re ridiculous!


Nico’s words echoed in my head, causing more damage each time. Sonia had hung out with Peo all day, but I didn’t need to ask her for advice, since I already knew she would tell me to throw myself at Nico, and if that didn’t work, to move on. That was precisely what she had done with Peo’s brother, then with Alex, and finally with Peo. Needless to say, our approaches differed beyond reconciliation.


The phone rang. Telepathy? “I got it!” I yelled to Starry, who was watching TV downstairs. Fuzzer scurried off the bed as I bolted for Mom’s bedroom. I flung myself across her bed and reached for the receiver. “Pronto?”


“Did you listen to it?”


“Alex?”


“Don’t tell me you forgot about the cassette.”


I had. “Well, I was at volleyball training.”


“Yeah, right. Jesus, you’re such a lost cause, or maybe I am…When do you train? I’ll come watch sometime.”


We chatted for the best part of an hour. Alex did most of the talking, about high school, his strict parents, starting water polo, and Queen, the best band in the world (apparently). When Starry yelled at me to free the line, I bid him goodnight, feeling a bit less lonely than I had before his call.


“I’ll pick you up tomorrow morning!” He reminded me before hanging up.


Alex was a good friend and a good person—maybe not my soulmate, but someone I could rely on. Would he still like the real me? The Leda who used to bite furniture (or her arm) out of rage and frustration over my sister’s abuse, the Leda who never did her homework or brushed her teeth or showered, the one who loved slasher and raunchy cartoons and had chopped knots out of her hair so that Grandma wouldn’t wrangle them out? The Leda who still slept with her blankie?


Back in my room, I rummaged around in my gray-and-blue backpack and pulled out the cassette. When I opened the plastic case, a note fell out. 
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Hot damn! “TVB,” short for “Ti voglio bene,” meant “I care about you,” a common phrase between friends that expressed affection. However, coming from a guy who proclaimed to have a crush on me, the acronym flustered me. 


I put the cassette into my Walkman and fast-forwarded to the end of side A, then flipped it over to listen to the second song of side B. Swallowed by the pastel comforter I used year-round, I let the music wash over me. I recognized the song from the radio. The title was “Ti Vorrei,” meaning “I’d Want You”—and, boy, the singer would have wanted me in every possible way, at any time of day or night.


Holy. Cow.


I listened on, face sizzling. Was it the singer or Alex who thought I was the only possible reason to live? Why was I hesitating? What was I waiting for? Was Nico a romantic bad boy with a secret heart of gold or, like he’d said and shown for years, a selfish stronzo?


“I’d want you,” Masini sang. “I want you so much that I cannot take it anymore.”
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“Dear Jesus, this love stuff is too complicated. Please send good advice or an obvious sign. I would appreciate it, with me being a rookie and all. Please make everyone happy with good reason and let me sleep well with no nightmares. Amen.”
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When Alex picked me up the next morning, Mom beamed. His impeccable manners, short of a British lord, had impressed her upon first meeting him last summer. She’d been a fan since, and he had replaced my old friend Flavio as the perfect boy for me in Mom’s tirades, as opposed to the boy I wanted—be it Nico, whom Mom had detested since he had almost drowned me at nine, or Gio, my first real crush on the previous summer (way too old).


Starry gloated. “Ooh, he’s picking you up every morning, now, huh?”


I couldn’t leave the house fast enough. Then I saw Alex, remembered the song, and almost backtracked inside.


“Have fun!” Mom sang in an allusive tone, pushing recalcitrant-me out of the door. 


Alex, dazzling in a white t-shirt and light-washed jeans, asked, “No skirt today?”


“Not ever again,” I grumbled, climbing onto the crossbar.


Alex leaned in, murmuring, “I hope you never fix your bike.” He took off, and I remained quiet, happy he could not see my face. Could he teach me to like myself? “Did you listen to the song?”


“Yeah.”


He scoffed. “This is like pulling teeth.”


Unseen, I smirked. “Yeah.”


He took a deep breath, and the exhale tickled the back of my neck. “Leda, do you want to be my girlfriend?”


“Alex, no! I told you already.”


“That was yesterday!” He sighed. “And they say that the third time’s the charm.”


“Well, they’re wrong.”


He turned into the parking lot. “Think about it?” I hopped off the bike, and Nico glared—positively glared—at us. “Answer me tomorrow instead.” 


Flustered, I waved. “Whatever. Bye!”


I walked to the school’s entrance, where small groups gathered, waiting for the first bell and the door to open.


Romeo and Nico sidled up to me. “No skirt today, Balni?”


“Go eat glass, Romeo.” Would this ever end?


Nico’s sultry tone, low and measured, was the opposite of Romeo’s cheerful one. “Occasionally, she listens.”


“Not to you, I don’t.”


Romeo turned to his friend with theatrical surprise. “Oh ho! He speaks! Balni, did you tame the beast? Or more like unleashed a serial killer—bro, just kidding! Come on!”


The bell rang, giving me the chance to walk away from Nico, who was twisting Romeo’s arm behind his back. Did Nico care? 
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At recess, Nico and Romeo colluded at their desks rather than in the hallways. Romeo chuckled and scribbled on a piece of paper, and I caught Nico glaring my way twice as he looked over Romeo’s shoulder. No clue what he was so mad about now. We’d agreed on the previous spring that we couldn’t even be friends anymore, and our short exchanges since had only confirmed that. 


Romeo laughed and jeered. No surprise, they were talking about girls, sorting through a collection of crumpled sheets.


Maria, the blue-eyed genius I’d taken to, walked into the classroom with her two posh friends in tow. “Hey, Lee, what are they up to?”


I shrugged.


Romeo waved Peo over from the hallway. “Dude, we’re missing your voting sheet, come on!”


“That’s dumb.” Peo’s low voice, rarely heard, was more of a rumble. With short black hair and light brown skin, he walked over to the two, his dark eyes wary.


“Oh, come on! Look, we’ve summarized every guy’s grades of every girl in this universal ranking. Only you are missing!”


Ugh.


Peo walked away. “My girlfriend is not even in this class. You can do without my vote.”


Blondie, the annoying one of Maria’s sidekicks, gushed, “A girl ranking?! Isn’t that exciting?”


“No,” I dropped.


She taunted, “Just because nobody likes you, Balni.”


So painful because so true. Also, I struggled to relate to my peers’ flakiness. Romeo didn’t flinch when Laura dumped him for Peo’s older brother, who, by the way, had been Sonia’s crush before she had kissed Peo—by mistake. I’d suffered a brain-frying, impossible crush at eight and then again at eleven. Otherwise, I remained stuck with my aching discomfort around Nico. 


I sighed. “Fair, but isn’t a ranking a bit shallow?”


Sonia interjected, “Oh, and you’re so deep?” Of course, she’d been trailing after Peo, even though she wasn’t even supposed to be on this floor of the school. She counted on her fingers. “Let’s see, first you liked the Antichrist—” at least she did not name Nico. The guys wouldn’t hear us, but the posh girls would.


Maria caught the reference nonetheless and defended me. “Everyone did at some point.”


Sonia’s brows arched. “But she pined for years.” Double stab! The uncomfortable pronoun and the regrettable truth.


“Right. My feelings are not as malleable—”


Sonia waved me away. “Then in June you fell for Gio, dumped him after you freaked over a peck on the cheek two hours later, and ended up kissing a perfect stranger two weeks after.”


“Ugh! But Gio was seventeen and the kiss was just a peck, amazing but—”


“But you’re just like everyone else.” Leave it to Sonia to be unexpectedly wise.


Even Maria had no retort but sent me a complicit, yet amused, smile.


Meanwhile, Laura the Gorgeous, blond and athletic with amazing grown-up breasts, had stepped into the classroom as well, probably to see what everyone was up to. Ballsy, she tromped to the guys’ post and reached for the note. “Let me see it!”


“Nuh-uh.” Romeo lifted the sheet behind his head, but she snagged it and ran away, calling the girls from the hallway. Nico and Romeo exchanged a glance and ran out after her—for their lives, as it turned out, disappearing down the hallway laughing out loud. When Laura came back, exhilarated and with the incriminating piece of paper in hand, the girls gathered around my desk, which was great since I could eavesdrop while pretending I didn’t care at the same time.


Laura read, “Number one, Laura.” She blushed, but no surprise there. “Pros: nice body, blond hair. Cons: big nose, has a boyfriend.” Self-consciousness marred her expression.


“Keep reading!” Blondie hollered, impervious to the other girl’s hurt.


Laura exhaled. “Number two, Maria. Pros: tall, blue eyes, horny?!” Maria hid her face in her hands. She’d never live down Blondie’s stupid (and undeserved) remark from our first year, insinuating that Maria wanted to do nasty things to Nico. “Cons: a bit of a dork. Number three…” On and on. 


Each girl’s confidence crumpled under the scrutiny of their freckles, flat chest, and body shape. How could this be more demeaning?


I came in seventh out of ten girls. Forget my ridiculous short stature. The concern was my facial hair and flat chest, not to mention my apparent “scariness.” I hadn’t even known I had facial hair.


I kept doodling on my planner, pretending I didn’t exist, feeling, in fact, like I didn’t exist beyond my flat chest and facial hair, which was all that mattered to my peers. Was this the sign I had asked for? Why did I pine for Nico when he had nothing to offer but pain and demeaning jabs? Alex, on the other hand…
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My Missing Brain
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THAT NIGHT, ALEX called again, immediately picking up on my terrible mood. “Lee, what’s wrong?”


Sitting on the hardwood floor, wedged between Mom’s bed and the wall, I twisted the curly phone cord around my finger, resting my side against her nightstand. “It’s stupid. The boys ranked the girls—”


“A classic.”


Starry was downstairs and unlikely to hear, but I still whispered, “Well, let’s say I didn’t win.”


“I’m not surprised.”


Ouch! “Thank you?”


“Leda, I’ve asked you to be my girlfriend three times. In fact, let’s make it four. Any chance you’ve changed your mind?”


“No, jerk!”


“Right. I meant that I’m a fan. The only reason guys do that type of stuff is to let certain girls know they’re interested or to take revenge on the girls who rejected them.”


“That’s stupid.” Also, the grades were averages, though it wouldn’t be beyond Nico to fudge with the math to hurt me. Was he jealous of Alex? Was it something I’d said?


“It’s very stupid, and your classmates are twelve. Maybe now you’ll date me, a mature fifteen-year-old?”


That made me laugh. “No. Does that count as number five?”
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The following morning, I was more flustered than usual when I settled on Alex’s crossbar. However, he was quiet, lost in thought.


“Are you okay?” I asked.


Startled, he leaned closer. “Let’s sing a song. It’s called ‘Bohemian Rhapsody.’ I’ll do the lead and you’ll do the choruses.”


“No chance. I’m tone deaf, officially forbidden to ever sing in my household.”


“Don’t care. Here goes…”


The song was ridiculous and complicated, but despite my lack of talent, I loved, positively loved, singing and treasured the chance to do so for once. We hadn’t even gotten past the introduction when Alex dropped me off at school, but my anxiety had dissipated.


“Thanks! Have a good day!” I hopped off his bike.


He seized my wrist. “Leda, wait.” His face was back to serious, and maybe a bit sad. I hated how all the guys around me had grown giant hands while I was stuck with the extremities of a five-year-old. Alex continued, “Actually, I’m not okay.” He put a piece of paper in my hand. “Can you please read this?”


“Now?”


“God, no.” He lingered for a second, as if to add something. Instead, he looked away and took off toward the high school.


“Holy hotness, Leda. Is Alex into you?” Laura grinned. Since we lived in the same neighborhood and had hung out with the same crowd in the summer, she knew Alex well. I shrugged, embarrassed.


Romeo walked by, pointing at Laura and then at me. “Too easy, too hard. Zach has it bad, huh?” 


Clearly, Nico and Romeo had talked about this.


I flipped him off.


Laura growled. “Dumping you doesn’t make me easy, Romeo!”


I added, “And who said that I
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