


Contents


	Finding Leda

	Praise for Finding Leda

	Copyright

	Quote

	Prologue

	Part One - Fumbling

	1 - College F(r)iends

	2 - Chemistry

	3 - Wayward Thoughts

	4 - Of Magic, Science, and Some Pretty Loud Howling

	5 - Sexy

	6 - When the Going Gets Tough...

	7 - Yahoo!

	8 - The Finding Leda Project





	Part Two - The Science of Happiness

	9 - Fall Back or Spring Forward?

	10 - Temptation

	11 - Eyes on the Prize

	12 - Oh, Crap!

	13 - A Sign of Fate?

	14 - From Otaku to Ninja

	15 - Emotional Barf

	16 - Maybe, Maybe, Maybe

	17 - Hard Blue

	18 - Back to Flying

	19 - The Catch





	Part Three - The Courage to be Happy

	20 - Just Friends

	21 - And Lust for All

	22 - No More Blue

	23 - A Desperate Attempt

	24 - NYE

	25 - And floundering is sweet in such a sea

	26 - Interventions

	27 - Fear

	28 - Emergency

	29 - Friends?

	30 - Balancing Act

	31 - Bite Me

	32 - Defrag

	33 - Soulbrother

	34 - The Earthquake

	Epilogue

	Afterword

	The Finding Leda Project

	Help Me Out?

	Discussion Questions

	Acknowledgements

	About the Author










  Guide

  
    	Contents

    	Start of Content

  





[image: ]




“Another charming entry in this relatable and addictive series.”—Kirkus Reviews

“I was moved by the intensity of the feelings coming out of these pages…”—The Book Club

“What a powerful novel and powerful voice! Empowering, thought-provoking and enlightening all at once.”—Cami Hensley










No part of this publication may be reproduced or transmitted in any form or by any means, electronic or mechanical, including photocopying, recording, or any information storage and retrieval system, without permission in writing from the author, except by a reviewer who wishes to quote brief passages in connection with a review written for inclusion in a magazine, newspaper, or broadcast. For information regarding permission, write to Kuki Publishing 

This book describes the author’s experiences and reﬂects their opinions relating to those experiences. All names and some identifying details of individuals mentioned in the book have been changed to protect their privacy. Some instances are ﬁctionalized for the sake of narration, as described at the end of the book. No inference should be made about any real person, living or dead, or any institution based on this ﬁctionalized memoir.

Copyright © 2016 by Gaia Bistulﬁ Amman

Second edition copyright © 2026 by Gaia Bistulﬁ Amman

All rights reserved.

The author and the publisher do not have any control over and do not assume any responsibility for third-party websites and their content.




ISBN: 978-1-971429-15-1 (Paperback)

ISBN: 978-1-971429-16-8 (Hardback)

ISBN: 978-1-971429-14-4 (eBook)

ISBN: 978-1-971429-17-5 (Audiobook)

Library of Congress Control Number: 2026916855


























[image: ]










PROLOGUE





JUNE 15TH, 2015





Life just gave me a nudge. Perfect timing. I was sitting at my computer in my kitchen, wondering how to start the next chapter of The Italian Saga, when the DJ on Radio Lombardia babbled, “How many of you are still up, wondering about tomorrow, surviving the longest night of your life? The next song is for you!”


I chuckle, leaning back in my chair and letting “Notte Prima Degli Esami”—“Night Before the Exams”—by Antonello Venditti carve goosebumps on my arms. The song describes the infamous rite of passage known as the maturità, a terrifying month-long endeavor in which Italian seniors attempt to graduate from high school. I remember my own “night before the exams,” and sure enough, this same song had been on the radio then too. I’d broken up with Ange one year earlier and ignored his many pleas to take him back. We’d been terrible for each other, and honestly, I’d treated him pretty poorly, too. Why he wanted any of that back was beyond me, but neither his tears nor his flowers had me question my choice for a millisecond. My utter lack of interest and hesitation had been an empowering revelation; being alone beat being with the wrong person by far. 


Lesson learned. 


Finally free of him and his stifling expectations, I had acknowledged the eating disorder that had caused my period to skip for months, and under the guidance of a dietician, I had started a healthy diet that ensured I ate the right amount of food every day. Honestly, having to measure exactly how much pasta or meat I put on my plate did not help my complicated relationship with food, but hearing that I’d been destroying myself by not eating confirmed that I should trust myself way more than Mom, who’d enthusiastically supported my endeavors. She cared about the way I looked way more than I did. 


The radio sings about an entire world bustling during the one night before the exams, babies crying, grandmas at windows, soccer games, tears, and prayers. 


I scoff. At the time of my exam, I’d been all out of tears and prayers both. Only Grandma still believed me a Catholic devotee, because her wrath had scared me more than God’s. The teen pregnancy fright due to the missed periods (which only Mom knew about) had been a wake-up call; fulfilling the life society had laid out for me by forcing myself to be “womanly” and dating Prince Charming had hurt my body as much as my mind. My male soul had watched the stranger in the mirror, wearing wedges and skirts, as one would watch a clown, something foreign and tragicomical, a costume, a lie. I had been delighted to realize that I wasn’t sentenced to that choice.


My cat jumps on my lap, yawns, and curls up in a purring ball. I scratch her ears, reminiscing. The year after the breakup had been a limbo, studying for my exams and letting the hurt settle, for both me and my best friend, Lexi, who had been betrayed by her boyfriend of four years. When not studying, I’d been building candelabras out of wire (of all things) while singing nonstop to Lisa Loeb’s album, Tails. These large swaths of thinking time confirmed that believing somebody else would make me happy had been stupid (especially somebody who thought I was all wrong). I was broken, but not as a result of the disappointments I had weathered. Enough blaming someone else! I suspected that I had been born broken, then maiming my true self further to fit the expectations of family and peers. Perhaps becoming an adult meant acknowledging my nonsensical pieces and fitting them together in a meaningful puzzle, like the four mangled bands that still form a gorgeous ring on my right index finger.


“Still with the will to change,” Venditti sings.


The day before the exam, Lexi and I, terrified, wandered around our hometown, Arese, trying to relax, when I found a four-leaf clover, an excellent omen for the upcoming exam. I stashed it in my wallet for safekeeping, and, dry and brittle, it’s still there now. I ended up acing my maturity exam, partly because, for once, I worked really hard for it, and partly because, in 1997, the most difficult composition title option happened to be a comparison between my two favorite poets: Leopardi and Montale (thank you, four-leaf clover!). Italy has no valedictorian, but together with my middle school classmate, Maria, I was one of two students in the entire school to graduate with a grade of 60/60 (despite my not-so-perfect grades throughout the five years of high school). 


Dad had scorned my dream writing career as impractical and not quite remunerative, so after the exam, I spent the summer cramming for the entrance test into biotech—genetic engineering. I had nothing better to do, and the major sounded cool, if incredibly complicated. With little biology and no chemistry under my belt, I had little hope. Still, I really wanted to stick it to Dad, Ange, his jerky brother, and anyone who’d insisted I’d never be an engineer because of my vagina. 


Surprisingly, I made the cut: one of 150 students out of the over 600 applicants. The friend who had pointed me toward biotech had since graduated and moved abroad. I knew no one at my future university.


Still, my new life awaited: college, adulthood, and hopefully love.


So there I was, Leda Balni: nineteen, terrified, and ready to finally find out what it took to make me happy.










PART ONE

Fumbling
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College F(r)iends







OCTOBER 27, 1997





Two weeks into college, it became apparent that high school had been a joke. I had sailed through five years perched on fancy words and cunning, but no fancy words could save me now. All first-year students took cellular biology, calculus, stats, and general chemistry. No liberal arts to soften the blow as in American colleges.


From behind the wheel of his bright red Audi A4, Adolfo, a fellow freshman, agreed with my self-assessment. “Forget your maturity grade; your language high school diploma is useless. You’ll fail within the year.”


I bit my tongue. Adolfo was the human version of Bert from Sesame Street: the thick, black unibrow, the frown, the bitter attitude. However, Adolfo had more hair and spite. Also, unfathomably, the brat had a gorgeous redheaded girlfriend to match his luxury car. Speak of unfair.


Since it was his turn, he drove through the city toward the Bicocca Pole of the University of Milano. As fate would have it, Adolfo lived in my small city of Arese, and outrageous gas prices made carpooling a must. The short commute, “seventeen-point-six kilometers” in Adolfo’s words, took one hour each way in the delirious city traffic, and only if we left at 6:30 in the morning (lest we be mired in the rush hour for much longer).


I checked my green-blue eyes in the side mirror. From my brief, womanly masquerade, I’d retained only mascara, which I strangely liked, and the occasional maxi skirt. My weight had bounced back since my extreme dieting days, but the doctor confirmed it as healthy for my bone structure (much different from Mom’s or my sister’s). I’d pulled back part of my long, unruly hair, comfortable in sneakers, stretchy cream pants, and a fitted, brown, button-down shirt. My green messenger bag, filled with notebooks and pens, rested at my feet.


Adolfo scouted a parking spot in the overcrowded lot, and we set out on foot toward the school’s tall and modern brick buildings, still under construction in areas, so different from the average Italian university (a thousand years old, oozing the knowledge and suffering of generations). 


Ironically, “Bicocca” means “shack,” after the Milano district that, in the 1400s, had been the summer “shack” of a wealthy Milanese family, and the neighborhood’s name had stuck to my brand-new university. The high demand for the biotech curriculum, previously held only in Bologna, had spurred the new development, and students stepped onto campus for the very first semester.


We entered the main building and proceeded to the Aula Magna, the largest classroom in the school, occasionally graced by prominent presenters. Amidst the pungent smells of paint, glue, and plywood, tall steps rose to the back of the modern amphitheater, where rows of laminate benches housed about twenty seats each. On the left, a window wall facing the inner courtyard showcased a small patch of grass with three scraggly trees propped up by wooden poles. On the right, coat hangers speckled the white wall.


Most students, including me, had returned daily to whichever seats they happened to occupy on the first day, perhaps because we had survived. Unfortunately, this doomed me to sitting beside Adolfo. Silver lining: on my other side was Fabio, funny and handsome with bulging hazel eyes, a square jaw, and a mop of black hair. His laughter could light up a room, even though we were all dying a slow death by molecules whose names I could barely pronounce, let alone memorize. Tetraphosphorus decaoxide? Unsurprisingly, Fabio also had a girlfriend.


“Morning!” He grinned, squeezing against his seat to let us through.


“Morning!” I replied as my legs inevitably brushed against his knees.


“Leda, no touching or I might have a situation.”


“Get laid, Fabio.”


Ignoring our banter, Adolfo blurted, “Did you know that the CG is from Arese?!”


“The what?” I asked, annoyed by his unbridled acronym abuse—nothing but a bait to patronize me and remind me of his irritating presence.


Condescending eye roll on Adolfo’s part. “The campus genius, Leda.”


“For real?” The legendary third-year who had been acing every course on the first try had transferred from Bologna. No way that Arese, with its 18,000 souls, could be his hometown.


“No way!” Fabio exclaimed in turn, enthralled. “Could you carpool with him? Get some notes? Make friends?”


“That’s the plan.” Addy waggled his eyebrows.


“Yeah, right.” I scoffed, since the genius was a notorious loner.


Down in the pit, the eminent professor of chemistry, Piercarlo Fantucci, walked into the room and danced his way to the front of the classroom. Shaped like a planet, his blue eyes blazed from behind thick square glasses. Silence befell the room.


“Sit on the nucleus! Be an electron!” He resumed exactly from where he’d left off on Friday. His voice boomed against the maroon linoleum floor, hands pouring knowledge onto four sliding whiteboards and, maybe, our brains. Science echoed through the walls, soaking the bones of this new university among the squeaking of chairs and the subdued, rapturous rustling of scribbling pens. No exception for my favorite, transparent teal lead pencil, which had somehow persevered through five years of high school despite me losing everything all the time. 


Italian colleges had no dorms, clubs, or teams: only lecture after lecture after lab. Terrified of failing, I had never missed a class, although no one seemed to care about attendance. No quizzes or partial exams eased our jobs. All courses offered a cumulative final every few months, typically a written test with open-ended questions and a public oral examination, conducted face-to-face with the professor. Therefore, I had no idea how I was doing. Adolfo, however, insisted I was wasting my time.


My contact lenses scratched my pupils. After a decade without glasses, studying had worn my eyes out enough to make me slightly nearsighted.


Adolfo made a show of yawning, hands linked at the nape of his neck, blabbing over the professor’s voice with a tired roll of his eyes. “H2O, blah blah blah.” I would have strangled him if I hadn’t been so busy writing and transforming myself into subatomic particles I’d had no idea existed. Apparently, there was a molecular reason as to why my feelings were so complicated.
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At the end of the chemistry lecture, I sat with Fabio and Adolfo on the linoleum floor of the empty room destined to become the cafeteria, our backs against the wall. Chairs and tables would hopefully be in place soon.


Students sat in the hallways, having lunch and poring over their books again and again, trapped in an academic parenthesis away from life. Would I make it to the next paragraph?


Fabio and I compared notes while he sipped red wine from a lunch-size Tavernello carton, legal but peculiar. No other nineteen-year-old had boxed wine with their homemade lunches (the cafeteria offered only espresso).


Adolfo chewed his salami sandwich. “Come on, guys, this stuff is easy! Oh, wait—here comes the genius! Connection-ase in action!” He jumped up and trotted toward the lanky campus celebrity.


Fabio lifted his head. “‘Connection-ase’? Was that a lame enzyme joke? You know, because all enzyme names end in -ase?”


I shrugged. The fuck if I knew. Meanwhile, Adolfo pointed at me, the third stakeholder in the gas-sharing enterprise he was trying to sell to the skeptical genius. Fabio nudged me with his elbow, and the genius and Adolfo approached.


The skinny genius grinned, blue-black hair tied neatly at the nape of his neck. “Leda. It’s been a while.”


Fabio, Adolfo, and I gaped.


The genius shook my hand. His stunning gray eyes caused me to half choke with surprise. I would have recognized them anywhere. “Evil Centi? What the hell?!”


Evil Centi, a.k.a. Claudio Centi, the smartest and evilest kid on the planet, had been a classmate of mine in middle school. If my life had been a Superman comic, Evil Centi would have been well on his way to becoming the next Lex Luthor. I had last seen him over five years ago when he had shamed two teachers during middle school finals by correcting them, thanks to his extracurricular reading. Tall and with a shadow of stubble, he was not a kid anymore. His angular face culminated in a sharp, straight nose. His outfit of a striped sweatshirt (orange and green) and baggy jeans seemed strange and ill-fitting. 


“What did you call me?” he asked, amused. “‘Evil’ Centi?”


Adolfo snapped his head back and forth between us. “Wait, what? How do you know each other?”


Glad to ignore Adolfo, I replied, “I called you Evil Centi in my head in middle school. You were in favor of throwing sick babies off cliffs, like the Spartans. Remember?”


“It seems efficient.”


At least now, he was joking. Likely. “I knew you’d turn into the next Lex Luthor. Genetic engineering makes sense.”


Evil Centi laughed. “I’m flattered you gave me a nickname, though your best friend, Nico, seemed a lot worse than me.”


Indeed. The scars of Nico’s attempted assault at fifteen ran deep. He had moved back to Sicily soon after, and I hadn’t heard from him again, which, after a childhood together, hurt just as much. “Yeah. It was a long time ago.”


Evil Centi sat with us on the floor to eat his own sandwich.


Adolfo beamed. “Leda, if you and E. C. are the same age, you must have failed two years in high school, which makes sense.”


“Did not.”


“E. C.?” Fabio frowned. “I’m Fabio, by the way.” Centi shook his hand.


Adolfo nodded. “Yeah, short for Evil Centi. He’ll need a catchier nickname when he wins the Nobel prize.”


Gag. Evil Centi didn’t seem as entitled as I remembered him, as he explained that he’d saved two years by finishing high school in three years rather than five. Adolfo’s jaw dropped so low that a plane could have landed on his spiteful tongue. Fabio slurped Tavernello, his eyes bulging more than usual.


Damn. Everyone around me (except Adolfo) had considered me so smart, but the genius’s perspective had me shrink. Compared to him, I barely beat the average, your standard dorky bookworm, while Centi had set the high end of the curve. In high school, I had been a big (petite) fish in a small pond, but at the University of Milano, I was just a dim petite fish in a pond full of Evil Centis. Did he have sharp teeth?


Eating at school every day made my diet unmanageable, so wary of carbs, I resorted to eating only low-fat Müller yogurt for lunch. Apparently, I couldn’t help slipping back into unhealthy habits.


Evil Centi asked, “How are classes, Leda?”


Ugh. “Okay?”


Adolfo, who had been looking at his fancy cell phone, snorted. “E. C., she sucks! Her redoxes are not OK at all!”


I glared at him, but he was right. I hated redoxes, short for reduction-oxidation reactions. All chemical reactions rearrange atoms into new molecules, but in redoxes, electrons also migrate in invisible tides that only Fantucci understood.


“I can help you,” Centi dropped nonchalantly.


Judging by the silence around me, I was not the only bewildered one. “Why? You never study with anyone.”


He swallowed the last bite of his sandwich. “I have nothing to gain from tutoring for free, but I’m curious to see if you really are okay, or if you have no idea about how much you don’t know. Let’s say that…it’s scientific curiosity. I’ve always wondered how the hell you got by in middle school.”


“That’s more like you. Fine, okay. Here? Now?”


He stood up. “Nope, I have class. We can go to my place after school. I have all my old textbooks there. Meet you here at five?”


Perplexed, I nodded, and he walked away. All classes ran from eight to five, so we had similar schedules.


“Are you kidding me?” Adolfo blurted, irate that I had stolen his genius. “I bet E. C. feels guilty for getting your share of brain on the day God handed it out.”


“How would you know, Adolfo? You weren’t there.”


Fabio chuckled, then elbowed my ribs. “Call me at ten. If I don’t hear from you, I’ll get Superman.”










2

[image: ]

Chemistry







AT FIVE, I followed Evil Centi to his car, feeling like Red Riding Hood with the wolf. Better than riding with Ad-wolf-o.


I climbed into the front seat of a battered Clio that used to be white, and Centi drove off, at ease in the nerve-wracking traffic, changing route at the last minute when an accident barred our way.


I frowned. “If you just transferred from Bologna, how come you know this area so well?”


“I go to Niguarda a lot.”


The only thing famous in the Niguarda district of Milano was the hospital. Did he volunteer? Was he sick? 


The October evening darkened as we left the city. A controlled burn to get rid of field refuse added to the pungent aroma of rotting leaves. Tendrils of fog lifted from the countryside, blurring the trees and farms by the road. Rainfall abounded in Lombardy, but the temperature made snow a rarity, turning fall and winter wet and miserable.


The radio played a cassette by an excellent female artist I didn’t know. Once in Arese, Centi drove into the gated community beside my old high school. He parked and squeezed himself out of the car, but my door seemed stuck. Claudio reached back inside to get his books from the backseat, and black strands fell out of his ponytail and in front of his eyes. His hair gave him an Asian appearance, and his unusual gray eyes could have been windows onto a different universe.


He caught me staring, and I whipped my head back. “Door, please?”


“Oh. It gets jammed.” He reached over to jig the safety open, and a faint note of sandalwood had me wondering about a possible New Age side to the evil genius. The door opened, and I lagged behind him toward one of many identical townhouses surrounded by gardens. He towered over me—fairly common given how my height compared to the average human. Still, what had I been thinking, going to his house when I barely knew him? (And what I knew did not reassure me.) I hadn’t been in a physical altercation since the cathartic slap that had avenged years of my sister’s abuse, but Centi was much bigger than me. Still, being ruthless and slightly unhinged, I could probably take the skinny genius.


Fortunately, the lit-up windows of his house confirmed we wouldn’t be alone. He opened the door. “I’m home!”


It had never occurred to me that Evil Centi would have a family, that he might be human. His mom, chubby and with the sweetest smile, greeted us, drying her hands on a shabby apron. However, his dad, strangely, lay on the couch in pajamas, glaring at us. “Why is she here?”


“To study.” Unfazed, Evil Centi moved his slate-like gaze to me. “Come on.” He began climbing the stairs, and I followed, self-conscious that my presence annoyed his father.


“Hey, E. C.,” I whispered, looking back at his parents. He stopped, and I rammed smack into him, losing my balance. He caught me with no effort, and I hated myself because, with his arms around me and my face against his flat stomach, my cheeks grew hot. I hadn’t gotten laid in a year and a half, and it was starting to show.


When Centi had offered to help me study, I had thought that maybe, possibly, perchance, he liked me a little—but as I pushed away from his abs, his nonplussed stare told me otherwise. Then the right corner of his mouth rose to highlight the growing amusement in his merciless eyes. Damn, I hated to be the butt of his joke, but at least my face hadn’t landed in his crotch.


As we continued to the third floor, I completed the thought that I had meant to convey before making a fool of myself. “Your dad didn’t seem too happy that I’m here.”


“My dad’s never happy, and now he’s dying of cancer.”


Oof! That explained Centi’s familiarity with the Niguarda hospital district. “Damn, Claudio, I’m sorry.”


“You’ve never called me Claudio before.”


“Haven’t I?” To my surprise, his smile flustered me.


We entered the attic, which served as his bedroom: not the black-and-white research lab I had expected.


“Wow.” My fingers ran over his comic collection: several issues of ESP by an Italian author and several translated American volumes. He’d organized cassettes and trophies on shelves, and a couple of posters colored the walls: Eric Clapton and an unexpected woman in a bathing suit, buttocks pretty much in the wind.


He invited me to take the one desk chair while he sat on his bed, large hands dangling between his legs. “My dad’s half Japanese, worked hard all of his life, and expected no less from me. Mom says it’s cultural…” I sat at his desk, fascinated; I had not expected a heart-to-heart with Evil Centi. “All these years, I’ve tried to make him happy, but I can’t. Now he’s dying, and all I’m left with is bad memories and no friends.”


Whoa. Centi’s sadness pierced through me like a barbed arrow that took shreds of my soul with it. “Okay, I’ll reconsider your evilness.” I pointed at the upper shelf, gleaming with golden trophies. “But you also ended up with a bunch of trophies, and you’ll put your knowledge to good use by becoming the next Lex Luthor—or, I mean…Professor X?”


“You read comics?”


“Yeah, but I’m more into manga.”


He wrinkled his nose. “Jap comics are garbage.”


“Have you ever read one?”


He scoffed. “Touché. I steer clear of my heritage, beyond all the karate my dad forced me to practice.”


That (and basketball) explained the trophies. “What level are you?” I asked as I pulled out my chemistry book.


“Nidan.”


“Ni-what? I thought that colored belts determined skill level in karate.”


“Nidan is the second level of a black belt.”


“Oh.” So much for kicking his skinny ass if he got handsy—but clearly that would be no issue. Unfortunately.


Wait, what?


He moved to sit on the laundry hamper near the desk, his arm touching mine. “Chemistry?”


“For sure.” I chuckled at the brazen joke he wouldn’t get. Within an hour, E. C. had turned from an evil genius into a sexy, misunderstood karate animal with way too much brain.


I was in trouble. Or, more likely, he was.


As I opened my intimidating chemistry tome, I vowed not to get distracted by his intriguing presence. Yet, I failed to balance the unwieldy chemical reactions, ending up with spare electrons, atoms, and a lot of frustration. The genius’s scrutiny did not help.


“Leda, remember, you have to end up with the same number of both atoms and electrons on the left and right of the reaction. ‘Nothing is created; nothing is destroyed.’”


“Oh, yeah? Then where the hell did my frustration come from? Maybe that’s what happened to the missing electrons!”


Centi burst out laughing so loud I almost fell off the swivel chair. I fought back the instinct to tear out the page and eat it only because he was watching. “All right. I’d better be off.” I jerked up like a robot, stuffing my belongings into my bag.


He wiped the tears from his eyes. “You’re amazing, you know that?”


Huh? I stared at him, taken aback. His Asian descent was now obvious, except for his strange, hypnotic eyes. To sober up, I reminded myself that I favored brown eyes, or even better, hazel ones.


His last statement still hung in the air between us when he closed his own book. “You’ll make it, no doubt.”


Would I, though? People (parents, friends, teachers) always assumed I’d do fine, which added the fear of disappointing them to the misery of trying. I much preferred jerks like Adolfo who underestimated me, so that I could put all my might into proving them wrong. “I’m glad I got to amuse you.”


“Me too.”


When he met my snark with his tad-too-serious demeanor, the space between us seemed to shrink. Unsettled, I seized my messenger bag and hurried around him, to the door, and down the stairs, trying not to kill myself this time.


However, he caught up with me at the bottom of the stairs, car keys jingling in his hand. “Don’t you need a ride?”


I could have walked, but the chilly and damp night curbed my spurt of independence. “Yeah, thanks. If it’s not a bother.”


He even opened the door for me, which seemed ridiculous. I mean, we’d never been close, but he knew my personality well enough. 


Silence dominated the short car ride to my place. When he pulled up in front of my gated community, he surprisingly hesitated, staring at me a little too long.


“What?” I asked, hand on the door.


He bit his lower lip, plump like a girl’s, or the way a girl’s mouth should look based on Francesca Dellera’s much-celebrated example. With one hand still on the wheel, he added, “I did not expect to have such a good time today.”


“Me neither, actually.”


“I have a spare ticket for the Jewel concert next Tuesday. Do you want to go?”


Did Claudio Centi—the sexy and evil karate genius—just ask me out? “Come again?”


He fumbled with the car’s cassette player and handed me the tape I’d appreciated on the ride from school. “My sister gave me two tickets for my birthday, but…I’d rather not…”


“Rather not what? And when was your birthday?”


“It’s on October 31.” Halloween: an evil genius, all right. Evil Centi turned off the engine and took a deep breath. “Okay. Here’s the truth: my neighbor has had a crush on me since the dawn of days, and my sister is trying to set us up. She got me two tickets but won’t go with me, and I don’t want to ask my neighbor. Please? As payback for the chem help.”


That explained the chem help, but I loved music. I nodded. “Fair.” Pocketing the tape, I got out of his car and into the cold fall night. A free concert was a free concert, and a date with the sexy genius would not kill me.
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Wayward Thoughts







IDENTICAL TO MANY in Arese, my two-story house had an ugly asbestos roof, too expensive to replace, and a pretty garden. As soon as I walked inside, the phone rang, and I rushed to the table in the foyer to answer. “Pronto?”


Mom’s voice, frantic, poured out of the receiver. “Leda, where the hell have you been?! I’ve been calling for two hours! Didn’t classes let out at five?”


Veggie, our six-year-old white cat, rubbed against my legs. I dropped my messenger bag on the hardwood floor and opened my old leather jacket with my free hand. “Geez, Starry! Since when do you worry? I was over at a friend’s, studying chemistry.” Everyone called my mom “Starry,” a disparaging nickname my older sister had tacked on to her at the dawn of days and that Starry had reclaimed in time.


“Chemistry? Yuck. Couldn’t you tell me?” Mom, a psychologist, somehow hated science with a passion. Heaps of empathy made up for her lack of logic. Her ongoing specialization in psychotherapy often took her away from home, whether for an internship or seminars in Padova, the location of her alma mater.


“Starry, how would I let you know? You’re out, I’m out. Maybe it’s time we got cell phones.”


“Nice try.”


“No, Starry, for real. Evil Centi offered to help me, but I barely know him! For a second there—”


She coughed, her smoker’s voice croaking down the line, “Didn’t you go to middle school—”


“Yeah, yeah, but he’s changed. I mean, thank god. Anyway, I would have loved to let you know. If we had cell phones, you’d be able to find me anywhere, anytime. Come on, it’s 1997! Everyone has a cell phone! They’re not so expensive anymore.”


“I’ll think about it.”


Score! One less thing for Adolfo to flaunt over me.
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On Tuesday night, Evil Centi picked me up after dinner to return to Milano for the Jewel concert. For the occasion, I wore a brown miniskirt (damn, people’s validation ran deep) and sneakers, and even allowed Starry to apply some makeup on my chin to hide a volcanic pimple. All the above made me extremely uncomfortable, but the goal was not for me to like myself (Ah! The naive mistake!). We had commuted together the entire week, and his old Clio, outside of school hours and without Adolfo’s constant, passive-aggressive remarks, felt strangely intimate.


The Offspring, my favorite punk band, had been my only other live music experience. Needless to say, this concert differed substantially. Less than a hundred people sat around Jewel, perched on a stool, as she performed on an acoustic guitar while pink and blue lights scattered against the cigarette smoke that filled the room.


As far as I could tell, she was not yet a skilled singer. Jealousy might have soured my judgment, since my passion for singing had been nipped in the bud by my being tone deaf, in Starry’s words. However, Jewel’s voice, although genuine and touching, struggled with the high notes. E. C. hummed along with the mellow tunes. I’d never met a guy into music and comics. Ange, my ex-boyfriend, had liked Formula One, soccer, and…nope, that was it. We hadn’t connected much over hobbies.


Wait, was I seriously thinking about dating the genius? Like, for real? Regardless, impressing Claudio Centi seemed paramount (hence, the miniskirt). 


A bit of collarbone teased me from the boatneck of his faded sweatshirt, the same peculiar one with fat horizontal stripes in orange and green he wore often enough. Was he wearing a t-shirt beneath it?


He turned toward me, and I whipped my head away, pretending to be entranced by the music.
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On the way back home, hands on the wheel, Claudio remained quiet, as usual.


I wanted to learn more about him and said, “You’re full of surprises. Music and comics…” My line sounded forced, but he didn’t notice. Jewel sang “Sensitive” in the background.


“I guess I didn’t make too many friends in real life, so I related to lyrics or comics and felt less alone.”


“Oh god, me too!” Did someone (real) actually understand me?


We chatted the entire car ride. American comics, with all their action and unrealistic superheroes, lacked emotional depth, disappointing Claudio.


I asked, “Are you sure that mangas are stupid? I’ll bring a couple over for our next chem session…”


“I like the sound of that.” He smiled.


I couldn’t freaking wait! My favorite evil genius made chemistry way more tolerable.


He drove through the maze of private streets in my gated community, confident he would find his way back. Looking forward to hearing otherwise, I thanked him and reached for the car door.


“Wait!” He leaned toward my seat, and I panicked, because my first kiss with Ange had happened in similar circumstances after a very unexpected first date. I closed my eyes, bracing for whatever else this incredible night would bring. When nothing happened, I reopened one eye; E. C. was reaching behind my seat, rummaging.


Silly me, evil geniuses don’t make out. A sliver of taut skin showed where his sweatshirt lifted, right above his jeans. Mm, no T-shirt. Would I have kissed him back?


He resettled in his seat, black strands of hair falling in front of his face. Shame that I couldn’t see the color of his eyes in the dim street light. Then, he offered me a white rose, which he’d been hiding behind my seat. “Thanks for hanging out tonight.”


My mouth opened and closed. I took the flower in my hands, surprised to discover the illusion of its green and white crepe-paper petals and leaves. “This is gorgeous! Where did you get it?”


“I made it.”


I stared at Claudio Centi, wanting nothing more than for him to kiss me.


He didn’t.
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The following morning, the cellular biology prof patted his greasy comb-over, still in place over his bald pate, which showed nonetheless. “So the proton pump…”


I rolled my eyes since he kept confusing proton and potassium pumps, and as much as I could relate, he wasn’t helpful. I growled.


Fabio whispered, “He’s senile, nothing new, but you’re in a mood this morning. I guess your concert didn’t go as planned?”


“No, actually, it was better than I expected, but…” I dropped my whisper to a subsonic frequency to cut out Adolfo, yawning on my other side. “I thought he liked me, but I guess he doesn’t.”


“Then he’s not as smart as they say.”


I threw a grateful glance at Fabio, but Evil Centi broke the IQ scale. “Don’t tell me you’re a player, you hopeless flirt.”


Fabio sighed. “The opposite. I’m Catholic and celibate, but my hormones disagree with my moral choices.”


Say what? Most people in Italy adhered to Catholicism, but very few to the point of abstaining from sex until marriage. The professor cleared his throat, glaring at us, cutting our conversation short. Meanwhile, I hadn’t told Claudio that I had mastered balancing redoxes. I wanted to work on our physical chemistry more than the inorganic kind, and I had not cancelled our second tutoring session just so that I could be alone in his bedroom with his sexy brain. Heat gathered in my face—and less appropriate parts of my body. “Potassium pumps, potassium pumps,” I murmured under my breath, writing like a mo-fo to straighten my wayward thoughts.
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When I walked into Claudio’s bedroom several hours later, redox reactions weren’t even mentioned. Stunning in a blue sweater that, for once, fit, he had me listen to the best album ever: Paradise in Me by K’s Choice.


I sat on his bed, looking up at him through my lashes (bat bat). “How tall are you?”


He put the CD case back on the shelf. “One-eighty.” About six feet. He lifted a foot. “But with these boots I’m taller. Why?”


“It’s stupid, but I thought Asian people were short on average.”


“You’ll study genetics. Human height is a quantitative character. We have many genes contributing to height, and I’m only a quarter Asian.”


“I guess my family mutated. We’re all one-fifty.”


He laughed and told me I was wrong without elaborating on the point. Claudio was everything my ex hadn’t been: smart, sensitive, and with some depth.


I pulled out the first issue of Maison Ikkoku from my messenger bag. “Wanna read some?”


He checked the cover. “Sure, but…What about chemistry?”


“We’ll work on that later,” I answered, laughing inwardly.


We lay on his bed, stomachs down, reading my favorite shojo manga—a comic for girls, supposedly. Yet, he loved the sassy, sexy, and realistic story, with alcoholics and unemployed people and all shades of human desperation. The pages exuded emotions, at least as far as I could remember from reading it back in the day, because right now I could barely make the words out. My brain was overheating from the warmth coming off of E. C.’s body, right beside mine, our elbows touching, the tankōbon—manga volume—splayed in front of us, his gray eyes trained on the pages.


To avoid staring at him, I studied the poster on the wall at the head of his bed. In it, a woman walked on a beach, her stellar ass in a skimpy swimsuit in the foreground, water beading on her perfect buttocks. It seemed juvenile and sexist…and hot. I imagined a young E. C., touching himself—


“Are you done with this page?”


“Yeah, sorry, I got distracted.”


“Ha. You read fast.” He turned toward me, blowing hair away from his eyes, and I jolted at the sudden, intimate closeness. He added, “This is funny and spicy too. I had no idea girls liked comics like this.”


Way to kill the mood. “As a paper flower maker, you can’t believe in gender stereotypes, right?”


Our faces were five centimeters away, but E. C. didn’t flinch. “I don’t. Statistics are good to predict likely outcomes, not for judging people, but I…don’t usually make paper flowers. It was a first.”


Even hotter. Nice recovery. His gaze lingered in mine. The closeness between us would not be normal between friends. Would it? I wanted to nestle against his side and fall asleep in the sandalwood scent of his skin, knowing that the weight of the world was not on my shoulders because E. C. knew; E. C. would take care of it. I swallowed, still entranced by his mercury eyes.


He stared back, unflinching, for what seemed like forever. I was revealing too much by not looking away, but he wasn’t either. Oh my god, did the evil, sexy genius like me?


I said nothing, refusing to chicken out and look away, searching for the planets I was sure revolved on the other side of his gray irises, hoping for Evil Centi to take away my breath and consume my soul.
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Of Magic, Science, and Some Pretty Loud Howling





CLAUDIO STARED A little too long, then leaned closer till his breath mixed with mine—or it would have, if I had been breathing. The bed creaked beneath our weight. I didn’t move, excited, terrified.


Still, he did not kiss me.


Instead, he moved his face beside mine so that our cheeks brushed, and whispered, “We’re way too close.”


Ever the analytical mind. I had never felt this way with Ange and swallowed hard. So this was what I should have waited for to have sex, for my body to want to, for my brain to feel safe. He moved back to look at me, and I wetted my lips, realizing too late it might have looked suggestive. His eyes lingered on mine. 


I whispered back, voice catching in my throat, “And what will you do about it?”


He closed his eyes and brushed his lips over mine, once.


In the past, I had been kissed with eagerness, as if kisses could steal some of my vital energy. Claudio’s kiss was a gentle probe exploring a new planet to ensure safety before landing. He did not seem embarrassed or confused, just curious and amazed. My body shuddered at the light touch of his lips, as if all I had ever wanted was this inquisitive teasing, this unspoken question, rather than an exclamation mark pushed into my mouth by a foreign tongue eager to conquer and ravish.


Claudio waited, eyes
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“I am looking for friends. What does that
mean—tfame?”

“It is an act too often neglected,” said the
fox. “It means to establish ties.”

“To establish ties?”

“Just that,” said the fox. “To me, you are
still nothing more than a little boy who is
just like a hundred thousand other litlle
boys. And | have no need of you. And you,
on your part, have no need of me. To you |
am nothing more than a fox like a hundred
thousand other foxes. But if you tame me,
then we shall need each other. To me, you
will be unique in all the world. To you, |

shall be unique in all the world...” 99

Antoine de SaintExupéry,
The Little Prince
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