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(Ever since I was a little human, I felt like an alien/ jumping above your norm, in pain, like a living fish/ from the pan into the fire, I admit that I like/ Dancing between genders without having to wonder who I am/ I open my hands and let go; you could also follow this new sound…) From “Prince Queen” by Queen of Saba








PROLOGUE





JUNE 12, 2013





Leda Balni, thirty-four, weird yet unremarkable if not for the fact that I’ve mastered the art of happiness. As I sit at the weathered wooden table in my garden, a smile lingers on my lips, in my soul. A soap bubble floats on the breeze—a norm in my neighborhood thanks to the Bubbleman. Iridescent with illusions, the globe reflects a world that might charm the gaze for an instant before popping back to reality, like a crush, an orgasm, or a windfall rather than the real, sustained happiness I want to talk about.


The melodious call of a cardinal guides my gaze to a maple, ablaze with fall, brightened further by the lingering sun. Perfect weather for a fall hike, yet the white screen of my brand-new work laptop compels me to continue typing the vicissitudes that led me here, where I belong, unexpectedly and in a roundabout way. No regrets, but plenty of mistakes—painful and embarrassing teachers that made the journey interesting.


If I ever find the courage to publish what I’ve written so far, you might already know how, in elementary school in ’80s Italy, Nico the Thug showed me that grown-ups were mainly wrong. Indeed, he insisted on doing whatever he darn well pleased, which made him unreliable, unpredictable, and not exactly Mom’s favorite. Okay, fine, she hated him. In her defense, the boy had almost drowned me more than once before becoming the only unexpected friend of my dark side, which exploded anytime my older sister, Viola, bullied me and lied about it. Strangely, my parents’ separation helped, bringing me closer to Dad, now more vulnerable and approachable.


On the verge of starting middle school and despite Mom’s fiercest disapproval, I was determined to find out if my confused feelings for the thug were as misguided as she claimed. My first and fleeting summer crush for a much older guy had left me with hopes of being like all the other kids my age—fine, I’ll say it, all the other girls. Yikes, even now the word is cumbersome and unfitting in my mouth.


A petite, stubborn, and proud “tomboy” (at the time, I had no better vocabulary to reconcile my male soul in my female body), I’d come to terms with the fact that I might not be as strong or fast as the other guys, but I nonetheless exacted their respect. At 11, my impending puberty complicated matters. As much as I couldn’t wait to get some boobs, my friends had already started to see me as other, challenging my belonging. 


Honestly, I didn’t belong anywhere. 


Not with Mom, who wanted a princess, not with Dad, who’d wanted a son, not with my sister, whose inexplicable jealousy manifested in violent and cruel rejections, and now, not even with my friends.


Nico didn’t care about anything else but making out, and had even dared to cop a feel, for which I’d almost murdered him (and nearly got suspended!). I didn’t want to lose him, but the idea of somebody else’s tongue in my mouth made me gag. 


It all seems so far away now, but I cannot explain who I am today without digging back to 1990, the magical summer of my first love, my first kiss, and the 14th FIFA World Cup.


So, where to start? We left young Lee on their last day of summer vacation in 1989, wondering if chance would favor them and put them in the same class in middle school with the Quartet, the nickname for Lee and their best friends: Flavio, Peo, and Nico.


Slim chance.










PART ONE

High Hopes
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A Gimmick of Fate
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SEPTEMBER 11, 1989





Late summer days stretched with long shadows in the golden sunshine. Dry leaves crunched under my cross-bike tires in the newfound silence left behind among the empty husks of cicadas.


“Yo, Four Eyes.” A smile infused the familiar tone as Nico accosted me on his ride, dark and battered like his soul (and mine).


“Nico! Glasses are gone, dude. Time to drop the moniker.”


“Moniker?! You’re still a dork, Four Eyes.”


The first notes of decay ripened the air. Curtain call. The faraway seaside turned into a melancholic echo of empty shores. The pool closed, and the TV, even on the Video Music Channel, streamed ads for pencils, notebooks, and school bags, including one for a brand that cracked my sister up. English boosted sales, but Italians weren’t always familiar enough with the language. Thus, a “Save Our Backs” line of ergonomic backpacks had resulted in an onslaught of SOB-branded children. Thankfully, not me.


Nico’s brown eyes side-glanced at me behind long lashes, hidden by his always too-long, floppy black hair. “Well, you seem excited enough, Dorky.”


“I’ll murder you, Nico. And duh! New school, new life.”


He averted his gaze. “Wow, you can’t wait to get rid of me, huh?”


“Obvy.” We both knew better, as we biked past our old, orange elementary school, crowded with too-young kids that couldn’t have been us just a few months earlier. 


Across the street, the middle school’s metal bike racks announced the beginning of our new territory. We locked our rides to Peo’s and Flavio’s and walked to the glass doors, where prepubescent, rowdy youth made me feel like a little kid all over again.


The intense sun of his native Sicily had darkened Nico’s olive skin. A full head taller than me and smug like a cat, he walked a step behind me, hands in his pockets. 


My reflection in the locked glass door returned my bushy eyebrows above greenish, angry eyes, and braided dark hair that faded to golden at the tips with a crown of messy flyaways around my face. Jeans and a t-shirt rendered me indistinguishable from any other boy, except that I wasn’t. 


At first bell, the doors propped open, and a deluge of students swept us down the unknown brown hallways. Janitors in blue uniforms herded the flock. “No running! No yelling! First years, this way!”


Disoriented, I followed the directions without losing sight of Nico’s faded blue t-shirt. We ended up in a big gym where more janitors ordered us to sit on the puckered green linoleum floor.


Flavio grinned and waved at me, easy to spot with his head above everyone else’s. Beside him, Peo nodded at us, stony as always—until a timid smile broke his tough-guy persona. 


With seven sections to be filled, I’d be lucky to end up in the same class as even one of my friends. I pulled Nico’s sleeve and pointed at our friends. He nodded, and we meandered to sit beside them. Nico’s knee touched mine, startling me, so I moved away a little. He glanced sideways at me, and I pretended not to notice. 


A woman in her forties with short blond hair and a mean green gaze yelled for silence, and the excited hubbub died down. “This is not elementary school anymore! I’m Professor Faramanti.” My blood curdled. The math and science teacher had terrorized my sister eight years earlier. Her nasal voice announced, “You will refer to any teacher by their last name, preceded by ‘Professor.’ Also, whenever a professor enters the classroom, you will stand up to show respect. Is this clear?” Her question dissipated in a bewildered silence. “Did I make myself clear?!”


A few voices tentatively answered, “Yes?” Nico picked at his nails.


Faramanti frowned. “Goodness gracious! When I ask a question, you answer, ‘Yes, ma’am! Now, when I call you, stand up and walk to the door. Once all your classmates have been called, a janitor will take you to your classroom. You will spend the next three years there, provided you don’t have to repeat. Did I make myself clear?”


“Yes, ma’am!” Peo’s low and hesitant voice and Flavio’s, loud and clear, joined the choir as if answering their basketball coach. 


I remained mute, disgruntled by the woman’s rudeness, and so did Nico, now nodding at Laura the Gorgeous, the girl he’d broken up with over the summer. She blushed and averted her gaze.


“One-A!” Prof. Faramanti called. First year, section A: Viola’s old class with her nasty teachers, including Faramanti. I didn’t even have time to pray to Jesus for my name not to be called.


“Balni, Leda.”


Merda!


I stood and walked to the janitor like a death row convict. When I turned back to the crowd, my friends’ eyes found mine: Nico unreadable, Flavio smiling ear-to-ear and giving me a thumbs-up, and Peo biting his lower lip. Prof. Faramanti kept calling out names, and the chosen kids joined me by the door. Some familiar, like Laura the Gorgeous, but what about my friends?


“Partenopeo, Marco.”


Peo’s face lit up in a smug grin, dark eyes twinkling like onyx under his buzzed black hair, as he sprang up to reach me by the door, where he punched my shoulder. It hurt so good.


“Salisi, Niccolò.”


No way!


Nico jumped up and broke into a victory dance, pumping his fist. “Score!” 


Peo scowled. Despite years of co-existence, he’d never taken to the thug like Flavio and I had.


Prof. Faramanti growled, “What part of stand up and walk did you not understand?” Anyone else would have teared up, but Nico joined us, still dancing a little. 


Wow. In a gym full of strangers, three of us were already together. Jesus was on our side, which meant Flavio would be next. As the alphabetical order neared the end, I stared at him, praying under my breath, fists balled up tight.


Prof. Faramanti called, “One-B!”


Peo pulled my sleeve. “Lee, we gotta go.”


The teachers’ choice had likely been calculated; I was their contingency plan for Nico. He had been unmanageable in elementary school—until paired with me. Not like I had a good influence on him, did I? More like he’d been too busy bullying me to bother annoying anyone else. Still, the teachers did not consider the bad influence the thug had on me, or maybe they did, sticking loyal Peo in the mix, grounded and brimming with common sense. Yet, without Flavio, our charismatic and jovial leader, the Quartet was decapitated, destined for a quiet scattering. Not to mention that Flavio, who had been an exemplary student in third grade, had started to get in trouble under Nico’s shady influence. So, neither Jesus nor luck had anything to do with the class arrangement that would change everything. 


At the time, however, obsessed with crushing on a boy as expected by my peers and even Mom, I took it as a sign that I was meant to be with Nico, like my heart told me, and not with Flavio, as Mom insisted. The chips had fallen.


We walked out of the gym. I turned around and saw Flavio, smiling and already chatting with a neighbor. Then, the door closed.



[image: ]


At recess, students poured into the hallway to mingle and explore, but I stayed back, drawing at my desk. Outside the classroom, boys chased girls, a primal behavior triggered by Italian TV, which objectified gorgeous women and ridiculed the rest. For example, in Striscia La Notizia, models in skimpy clothes delivered printed fresh news to male presenters, and in Italian comedies like the film Rimini Rimini, clueless floozies in provocative lingerie wanted nothing but sex with ugly men. Buxom ladies swarmed even my favorite cartoons, like Lupin the Third, where the main hero, a player and a thief, seduced and abandoned one girl per episode with no regret. Not to mention Colpo Grosso, a late-night striptease show that every kid snuck out of bed to watch at least once in a lifetime (or several times a week, but maybe that was just me). Horny viewers at home called to decide which stripper would disrobe and reveal the cash prizes on her nipples. So much for the Catholic country where no one spoke about sex.


“What’s up?” Peo leaned on my desk, back toward me, arms crossed. I could only see his brown neck and broad shoulders.


“Not much, Peo, you?”


“Eh. How’s your neighbor?”


I shrugged. The girl sitting next to me was Laura’s best friend, pleasant enough but eager to join her bestie as soon as the bell allowed.


Laura herself screeched while zooming inside the classroom. Nico caught up, slapped her butt, and fled. 


I sighed. My graffiti rendition of “1A” brightened the first page of my planner. “Things will change now without Flavio, huh?”


“No way!” Nico interjected before Peo could answer. He’d run back into the class and rammed against my chair, causing my yellow marker to skid, unchecked. 


“Damn it, Nico!”


Peo glared at him. “Well, take care.” He left.


I stared after him, puzzled. “What’s wrong with Peo?”


Nico slouched on the chair beside mine, hands crossed behind the nape of his neck. “Are you dense? The man’s smitten.”


“Peo? No way! With whom?”


Nico leaned forward, frowning. “Are you serious?”


I burst out laughing. “Yeah! Are you making stuff up?” No way Peo liked me. What was there to like? And even if, what could I do about it? Wouldn’t admitting the possibility alone give me up as a…girl? Shame overwhelmed me.


Nico’s forehead wrinkled. “Aren’t you supposed to be the smart one?”


“Um, I used to be…” As everyone around me settled into the typical roles of male or female, my male brain struggled in my female body. Not like I disliked my anatomy, but as I grew more confused by the day, I fell further behind my peers.


Nico gestured at the door, where Peo had disappeared. “Well, he’s handsome, strong, a—a good guy. Don’t you like him?”


Oh, no. Nico pitied me so much to try to set me up with Peo. “What do you care?”


“I never care, Balni.” He rolled his eyes, stood up, and walked out. He’d dropped “Four Eyes,” opting for my last name as common in middle school, since teachers referred to students by their surnames. Better than Leda.


So far, middle school sucked balls, but things were about to change.








2

MENstruation
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“SO, HOW DID it go?” Mom put a sandwich on my plate. Some of her red lipstick had smeared on the cigarette in her hand. Her sensual lips, full and soft, bent in an eager smile.


A new do with short hair now dyed red complemented her brown eyes behind brand-new blue glasses, but sadness emanated from her petite frame. Mom and Dad had separated two years earlier, and Mom’s recent breakup with the only boyfriend since had hit her hard. Good riddance, as she’d finally agreed with me that the guy was a jerk. Still, she insisted that everything was fine, as if pretty dresses and makeup could hide her heartbreak—typical adult denial.


Everything was not fine.


My sister Viola, in pajamas, dropped at the table and nibbled at her food without a greeting, mind elsewhere as usual.


I spread mayonnaise on my prosciutto cotto. “Not great, Starry. Flavio’s not in my class, and I’m in A, the section Viola used to be in.”


Viola grinned, amused. “What?! Karma, man! With the art teacher who scribbled a D in red ink over Dad’s watercolor because it was ‘off topic’? And Faramanti? And—”


“Don’t scare her.”


“She doesn’t scare me, Starry.” Lie. My sister scared the daylights out of me. Through the years, her rejections and straight-up violence had filled the space left by the Holy Grail of her affection, an illusion I coveted more than most things, as if her approval, which I’d missed from birth, could set everything else right. Now that I’d grown almost to her size, at least the physical bullying had stopped, but her hatred came through loud and clear in between rare truces. For example, why did she think that I deserved karmic punishment?


Viola rolled her eyes and entrenched herself back into her spiteful silence. The nickname “Starry,” from A Clockwork Orange, had grown on Mom, even though it meant “old hag,” because at least my temperamental sister was addressing her, a rarity. Viola would head to Padova in October, when the fall session began in universities across the country. After barely surviving high school, my sister had chosen a psychology major, following in Mom’s footsteps (to Dad’s dismay, who somehow blamed the separation on Mom’s therapist). However, Mom had been working on her degree since the separation as a non-attending student, while Viola planned to move out.


On one hand, I couldn’t wait for my bully of a sister to leave, but on the other, my family’s progressive disintegration caused me undue anxiety since nothing seemed to replace it within my emotional landscape.


Viola had grown into a copy of Mom, petite with olive skin under a generous layer of makeup, but with Dad’s perfect sight. Her black and smooth hair fell to her shoulders in a messy bedhead.


Mom’s attention turned to her inseparable huge purse, a trove of cigarettes, lighters, a novel or two, a brick-sized wallet, an array of pills, makeup, a hair brush, and probably a door to another dimension. She rummaged inside, vacant gaze glassy, and pulled out a couple of pills that she swallowed dry.


In the silence that followed, I petted our fat and one-eyed cat, Fuzzer, and his incessant whining turned to purring. If my exemplary Catholic father (an engineer by day but a remarkable artist at night) had helped my sister to cheat, the art teacher must be a monster. The fact that Dad’s work had still received a D was a testament to hopelessness.


Mom blinked, as if startled out of some thought. “And Nico?”


“Still in my class. Peo, too.”


“Too bad.” She puffed out smoke. “About Nico, I mean.”


I cleared the plates from the table and retreated to the refuge of my small bedroom without comment.
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That night, after putting down my novel (The Baron in the Trees) and turning the light off, I rolled onto my side. I squeezed Hairry, the ugly and wonky sweater Mom had attempted to knit when I was three, and that I’d used as a blankie since, refusing to give it up even upon starting middle school. As usual, I recited my prayers. 


“Dear Jesus, I am so happy that I’m in the same class as Nico and Peo, but did you forget Flavio? I mean, not to complain, but he’s a pretty tall oversight. Regardless, thank you. Please, make Nico realize how much he missed me, and since you’re at it, make him crazy in love with me. I’m not sure what I would do then, but having the option to decide for once would be great and please—”


Damn! My uncle Bedo had recently criticized my attempts to control the weather through prayer to avoid rain at all costs. I wanted to ask for something worthy and selfless, but what? Eventually, I simply added, “Let me sleep well with no nightmares. Amen,” considering how the length of my prayers correlated with my excitement. Fortunately, I’d grown out of the horrific nightmares that had plagued my nights as a grade schooler, but why take a chance and remove the request from my foolproof prayers?
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Fall started in earnest. The wind snatched more spent leaves from the trees, branches shivering in the constant rain that plagued the Po Valley from September till March. No wonder it used to be a swamp.


“Open your textbooks to page 84!” Faramanti ordered.


After the digestive and respiratory systems, Prof. Faramanti dove into the reproductive systems, male and female, with the enthusiasm of someone who’d just woken up on a roller coaster.


For once, I gave her my full attention. The clinical approach of my home book about how babies were born, which I’d basically learned by heart (particularly fascinated by breasts), clashed with the porn mag I’d discovered with the Quartet years before (and eventually burned to ashes out of guilt). So where did the truth about sex lie?


Prof. Faramanti droned on about hormones, the culprit of all unpleasant changes that people undergo during puberty and, in the case of females, every month for decades. Hormones made teenagers temperamental, smelly, and hairy.


“And horny!” Nico’s neighbor said. His last name, Romeo, suited him—a short but handsome guy with a dimpled smile and long lashes framing dark eyes.


The class chuckled, but Faramanti, usually a stickler for appropriate behavior, pointedly ignored him, staring at the anatomy figures in our textbook. “So, the male reproductive organ…” I stared at a rather abstract drawing of what could have been the nose of Gonzo from Sesame Street. “This is, um, the penis.” Her hesitance incited more giggles.


Nico said, “Mine’s bigger.”


Romeo yelled, “Boom!” They both laughed.


Nico and Romeo’s little delinquent club led the male faction of the class, getting away with anything thanks to their looks. Romeo’s round face and short brown hair made him look like an angel, while Nico’s unruly black hair and brooding presence made him look like anything but. Nico had learned subtlety from Romeo, and Romeo had learned from Nico that he could accomplish anything behind a charming smile. They could have been the Siamese cats from Lady and the Tramp. The rest of the guys either followed them like sheep or faked amusement to avoid becoming their unwitting targets. The only exception? Evil Centi, an unbearable and cold-hearted genius who excelled at everything (including sports) except social interactions (at least with us plebs). Somehow, he managed to be unsettling enough to be left alone.


While I was very self-conscious about my height, Romeo, barely taller than me, strutted around like he owned the place, and everyone played along. I envied his confidence, the likely result of having a penis.


Prof. Faramanti muttered under her breath at the childish comments. Her embarrassment tracked with years of ingrained shame about sex and church and adults rehashing the old, “It will all make sense when you grow up.”


It hadn’t made sense yet.


Undeterred, Faramanti proceeded, “This is not too different from, um, plant pollination, which we’ve already talked about. The one thing I want to mention is menstruation…”


She explained how girls and women bleed once a month. I had read about it before, but it all seemed so unfair. “Why don’t boys bleed, too?” I asked.


“Because girls suck!” Romeo whispered.


“My dick!” Nico added in the same hushed tone.


Outrage. Nico had sided with Romeo, which added insult to the injury of his comment. Curse them both. In all of this, Peo stared at the floor in utter silence. In the past weeks, he’d been hanging out more with the two boys sitting at the back of the class with him.


Faramanti scolded me, “Balni, raise your hand!” No reprimand for the two dicks (pun intended), though she probably hadn’t heard them.


Another guy asked, “Are you sure boys don’t get them, though? I mean, it’s called menstruation.”


Laura the Gorgeous eagerly chimed in, “Grandma told me it’s because of Eve and the original sin.”


My grandma would have agreed, but bleeding five days a month for an apple stolen at the literal dawn of days seemed rough. Speak of a grudge.


Faramanti inhaled and closed her eyes. “Guys, raise your hands to ask questions. And, yes, I am very sure. Like I said, boys don’t bleed. Women make eggs—”


“Like chickens!” Romeo offered, and the boys snickered. I hated school.


“Well, yes,” Faramanti agreed, giving him another free pass. “That’s what chicken eggs are for. If the rooster fertilizes the hen, chicks will be born.”


“Gross! And we eat them?” Laura asked.


Faramanti huffed. “You eat chickens, too, don’t you? Women make eggs, and unused ones have to be, well, discarded through bleeding.”


“Eeew!” Disgust rose from the males in the class. The girls, horrified or ashamed, uttered no sound.


Prof. Faramanti rolled her eyes. “Nothing gross about it! That’s how the species survives!”


Nico whispered to Romeo, “I bet you she’s bleeding right now.”


Coglione.


Romeo grimaced in revulsion, and for the first time in a while, I wished to be a boy—I mean, anatomically as well. Yet, I caught myself. Contempt for women would not dictate how I felt about myself, but how could it not?


Faramanti cleared her throat. “Next, copy all the figures from this chapter, names and all. Color them in, too.”


So I enthusiastically drew a scientific-looking collection of penises and vaginas, from every possible point of view, inside and outside. The vaginas didn’t make any more sense than Gonzo’s noses, not like I’d ever looked at mine. Prof. Faramanti sidled up to my desk, pointing at a drawing. “Balni, the scrotum and the penis are, um, separated. You lumped them all together, but the scrotum hangs loose.”


“How? Doesn’t it fall off?”


She blushed. “Never mind. You’ll understand when you grow up.”


Really?! The mystery remained unsolved, and my dread of puberty amplified tenfold.
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During the next period (no pun intended this time), the geography teacher (another of Viola’s nightmares) called out Romeo and Laura. Her cloying perfume saturated the room. Despite her curls, her black hair, seductive smirk, and blue eye shadow reminded me of Cleopatra. “And what’s the name and height of the tallest mountain in Italy, Olani?”


Laura the Gorgeous answered, “Mont Blanc? Uh, 4,000 meters?”


Cleopatra scowled. “4,810 meters. Romeo, what’s the wealthiest region in Italy?”


Romeo hedged, “The one with the most money.”


Cleopatra would have snatched off Laura’s head for much less but nodded, encouraging him. “Therefore…”


“The one with more business?” Cleopatra chuckled. Romeo, shameless, asked, “Are we talking about legal business only or illegal as well?”


“Ha, ha, ha! You’re sooo cute. No, honey, legal only.” Vomit.


“Well, then, I guess
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Da quando ero un piccolo
umano mi sentivo tipo un alieno
Saltavo sulle vostre norme in
pena come pesce Vivo

Dalla padella alla brace, lo
ammetto, mi piace

Ballare tra i generi senza
dovermi mai chiedere chi sono
Apro le mani, mi abbandono,
segui anche tu questo suono
nuovo...
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