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Chapter 1

Most kids go home after school. Not me and my twin siblings, Nina and Elio.

We book it to Mamma Gianna’s, the pizzeria Ma’s family has owned for three generations. When Nonna Zaza retired and moved to Florida two years ago, Ma and Pop took over, which means me, Nina, and Elio did too.

Our beloved redbrick pizzeria is a one-mile hike from Riverfront Junior High; Eagle View Elementary is the midpoint between the two. So every weekday, I pick up the twins, who are in fourth grade, and shepherd them to Mamma Gianna’s thumb-smudged door with the broken bell. Today is no exception. I shove my sibs out of the cold January wind into the warm, garlic-infused air. Mamma mia, it smells like heaven.

“Ma, we’re here!” I shout.

Our mother’s brunette blowout, gold hoop earrings, and signature red lips burst through the kitchen doorway. Not a hair is out of place, but from the way her nostrils flare, I can tell she’s in a mood. Madone. Here we go.

“You’re late,” she says. “We open in thirty, I don’t have any cutlery rolled ’cause the dishwasher broke down, we’ve got a party of seventeen blue hairs coming in right at five, which is the most business we’ve seen all week and we desperately need it, and your father’s nowhere in sight.” She grumbles something about Pop under her breath that I can’t make out, and then she rampages on. “You’re all going straight to work. No lip, you hear! Nina, Elio, grab the napkins and the bin of clean forks and knives from Cesar and get rolling. Luca, I need you on dough. Your father was supposed to start a batch more than an hour ago, but—”

I raise my hands in surrender. “Ma! I’m on it, I’m on it!”

“Grazie, Luca.” She looks like I handed her a gallon of water after taking a day trip through the Sahara. Then her face snaps to my little brother. Her right hand shakes at him, fingers pressed together, thumb and forefinger pinched into a perfect O. We call this . . . the Ciao. A one-handed ciao is fine, but two means business. “Elio, what’s with the fac?”

Fac is Italian American slang for face. The c makes a “ch” sound that bites the air.

Elio’s pouted lip and thick, scowling eyebrows don’t let up. “I’m supposed to hang with Eddie. He got a puppy just like the one I want. Can’t you hire people to work here, like a normal restaurant?”

Ma takes a single step through the doorway. Her hands hit her hips. “You the owner of this joint? You gonna pay someone, Elio? Maybe we take it out of your allowance, huh?”

Since Ma and Pop nixed the puppy idea from ever happening, Elio’s been saving for a hermit crab for months. He’s obsessed with getting a pet, but the kid can barely take care of himself.

His jaw drops. “NO, no. I got it, I got it.”

“Then hang up your backpack and roll.” Ma claps her hands and disappears into the kitchen shouting, “Andiamo! Let’s go!”

Elio groans. “Why can’t we have a normal life?”

Nina slides past him, snickering in his ear. “Normal’s for kids who don’t snore like a forty-year-old man.”

“I do not snore!” He shoves her shoulder.

Lord, give me patience.

In a single fluid motion, I wedge myself between them and smack ’em both upside the head. They wince in unison, cradling their skulls like I bludgeoned them with a frying pan even though I hit them with all the force of a duckling swishing its tail feathers.

“Basta!” I say. “Save it for later. We’ve got less than thirty minutes before doors open. How about we make it a competition? First one to roll the most utensils decides what we’re eating for dinner.”

“Oo! I want tacos!” Elio hurls his backpack at the wall hook behind the register. Then he launches into the kitchen, shouting to our single employee. “Cesar, can I get the forks and knives?”

“Hello to you too,” Cesar says. He’s about forty, Mexican American, and has the best laugh. He’s worked at Mamma Gianna’s for as long as I can remember.

“Hi, Cesar!” Nina bolts after our brother. “Elio! We had tacos last night.”

Elio’s voice blares. “You can never have enough tacos!”

Madonna mia. A sharp pain tingles behind my right temple. I massage it with my index and middle finger. I hang up my backpack, mentally prepping pizza dough in my head while simultaneously trying to predict where Pop is and how to smooth over whatever’s going on between him and Ma. The stress of the restaurant has really been wearing them down. On top of all this, I try not to think about the gobs of math and English homework looming like the Leaning Tower of Pisa, waiting to topple me when I finally get home tonight.

Elio and Nina slide past me through the kitchen doorway, a bundle of fresh napkins and a bin of cutlery between them. She bosses him and he pouts, but I ignore their bickering since they’re getting the job done.

I catch Ma quick before she has a chance to lose herself in the spreadsheets open on her laptop. “So, uh, did you taste the pizza I left you?”

Her nose wrinkles. She mutters something about electric bills, eyes bouncing between the numbers locked in little white rectangles.

“Ma?” I nudge. “Did you try the tortellini pizza I made? I know it’s a little weird, but I think it could be a hit if we added it to the menu—”

“What? Oh, sorry, hon. I didn’t have a chance,” she says, the words drawn out, like she’s only using fifty percent of her brain to answer me. Which makes sense, since she’s still death-glaring the spreadsheet. (Her budget and her arch nemesis.)

I press a little further. “A new menu item could boost sales if—”

Now she looks at me. “Luca, what did I say? Stick to what we know. Okay? Now, the dough. Please?” Her chin sinks into her palms, and she’s nose deep in her computer again.

My lips twist to the side of my face. I sniff. I nod. I know Ma well enough that this conversation is over.

Someday she’ll hear me. Someday she’ll actually try my pizzas and get that I’m trying to help her. My pizzas are good. No—they’re freaking great. But I worry she’ll never know.

With a sigh, I grab a clean apron and a hairnet. When I put them on, I feel like a superhero dressing in his mask and cape. The kitchen is my metropolis for the rescuing, and pizza prep is my superpower.

Before I start more dough, I check the rise on the batch we’ll use for tonight’s orders. I pop the top of a container holding the golden dough balls. Yeasty goodness fills my nose. My stomach gurgles. I love that bready smell. I press my finger into a plastic-wrapped sphere. A shadowy crater appears. Wrinkles like a nonna’s smile fill the space. Then the sticky, spongy substance springs back.

Satisfied, I grab the flour, sugar, yeast, salt, olive oil, and potatoes. Yeah, you heard me right. Potatoes are the ingredient that makes our dough so special. My great-grandma, the famous Mamma Gianna, learned to add potatoes to the recipe from her great-grandma. I can’t explain why it works so well, but it does. Our dough is light and fluffy, and the crust bubbles a little at the edges, especially when we brush it with garlic butter.

As I peel potatoes to get them boiling, I imagine Travis Parker—my celebrity crush and host of my favorite streaming series, Pizza Perfect—narrating my actions.

“Watch how Luca Salvatore expertly shaves the russet potato, leaving the bulk of the vegetable for use. Next, he’ll boil them so he can blend the starch into the dough, just before he adds the yeast.”

Man, I’d give my left freaking lung to meet Travis Parker. To be on his show. For him to eat my pizza. Pizza Perfect has been showcasing pizza joints all over the United States for six seasons now. When a pizzeria is featured, it blows up big. But that’s not all—every episode he does this bit called the “Pizza Perfect Challenge.” The pizzeria serves up their best pizza. He rates it on his trademarked Pizza Perfect scale, and depending on where it ranks, Travis Parker gives the pizzeria anything from a new stove to a kitchen makeover to a check for $10,000.

Ever since we took over, Mamma Gianna’s has been struggling. A couple pizza chains moved in nearby, and Ma and Pop just can’t agree on marketing or specials. Or anything. It would change everything if we were on his show. We’d have a chance at fame and some serious dough. Ma and Pop might actually chill out. Act like real parents again. But there’s no way Travis Parker would ever come here—we’re too small and clinging to the fringes of Chicago proper, which is home to a bajillion famous pizzerias.

If there’s one thing I, Luca Salvatore, do not do, it’s give up hope. Not on my family or my pizza. Someday people all around the world will know my name and my delicious pies, even the ones off menu. No—especially the ones off menu. And when that happens, Travis Parker will have to put Mamma Gianna’s on his show.

I dump peeled potato chunks into a pot of boiling water. While ghostly curls of steam rise into the air, I measure out the flour, sugar, and salt. I get the dry ingredients mixing, the metal arm scraping against the silver bowl.

I’m forking a potato chunk to see if it’s tender enough to mash when a key clicks in the lock of the back door. The hinges squeak. Pop appears in his dirty jeans, his navy-blue winter coat, which is unzipped, revealing a stained graphic T-shirt. The few dark wisps left on his scalp are windblown. His normal five-o’clock shadow has overstayed its welcome by a day or two. If I’m being honest, it looks as bad as mold on a week-old pie, especially that neck beard. Eek. Ma hates when he doesn’t keep it trimmed.

“Luca, hey,” he says, nodding to the mixer. “You got the dough going?”

“Good to see you too.” I want to ask him where he’s been, but I don’t. Too close to opening for casual conversation. “I could use some help.”

“Gimme a minute, kiddo,” he says. “I’ve been on the phone with the credit card company for the last two hours. Your mother spent—”

“Gio!” Ma appears out of nowhere. I swear she’s got better snooping skills than the CIA. She shouts at Pop, hands flailing in a double ciao. (Uh-oh.) “What’s the matter with you? We open in five. Nothing’s ready!”

Pop hunkers down like a bull noticing a red cape. “I would’ve been here sooner if I wasn’t cleaning up your mess, Christine. Maxing out a card after we talked—”

“How’d you expect us to pay for parts to fix the fridge?” she snaps. “And fill the pantry? And that last shipment of pizza boxes? “Are you gonna get a second job while I run this place? ’Cause I can’t do more than the two I already got.”

“Selling makeup on the side is hardly a second job,” Pop scoffs.

While they bicker like contestants on a reality cooking show that is our actual LIFE, I strain the potatoes, dump them into the mixer, and turn it on full blast. Whir-CLANK-scrape! Whir-CLANK-scrape! They fought before we took over Mamma Gianna’s, but owning a restaurant has turned up the volume on their fighting to a deafening level. Even louder than this ancient, obnoxious mixer apparently.

You’d think they’d take the hint, but they only shout louder over the machine’s noise. My eyes track the second hand on the clock, the same ancient one Mamma Gianna got when she opened the place. It’s six and half minutes fast, but no one’s ever bothered to fix it. Nonna Zaza used to say it keeps us on our toes. But right now, it’s telling me we’ve got seconds before a party of seventeen’s gonna come pouring in.

I smash the off button on the mixer. The sudden silence prickles my skin. It does the trick for Ma and Pop too. They look at me like they just realized I’m standing here.

Now that I’ve got their attention, it’s time for me to become the parent whisperer. A job I’ve gotten pretty good at in the past couple years.

“Guys, we’ve gotta open any second,” I say calmly, but with a firmness that makes me feel like I’m their parent. I stare down my dad. “Pop, you know we can’t get by without a working fridge. Ma did what had to be done.” Then my neck cranks to Ma. “And somebody’s gotta figure out a plan with the credit card company. We all know money’s tight. We’ve gotta stretch the dough where we can, am I right?”

Ma glares at the ceiling. Pop sniffs, scratches the side of his nose.

Their silence is a good thing. That means they’re listening. Now for the kicker.

“We’ve got a big, money-spending party coming in,” I say, stretching my arms wide, fingers reaching, like I’m trying to pull the two of them together with just my mind and my words. “We’ve gotta give them the best Salvatore-run Mamma Gianna’s experience they could ask for. Let’s earn big tips, bigger word-of-mouth advertising, and get our place back on the map. What do you say? Eh?”

The phone rings before either of them can answer. Ma presses the cordless to her ear. “Thank you for calling Mamma Gianna’s world-famous pizzeria. This is Christine speaking. How can I help you?”

Ma only uses her trademark Dazzlingly Bright voice with customers. Never for me or the twins. Definitely not Pop. When she’s got patrons in front of her, she transforms into this ultra-accommodating, soft-spoken alien.

Lips zipped, Pop and I watch Ma’s cheery smile droop as she listens to whoever’s on the other end. The longer she doesn’t say anything, the more worried I get.

Finally, she says, “Well, I hope we see you some other time. Thank you. Yes, you too. Thank you. Buh-bye now. Yes, uh-huh. Buh-bye.” She hangs up.

“What was that?” I ask.

Ma pinches the bridge of her nose. “Our party of seventeen just canceled. Flu’s going around the old folks’ home. Too many sick for them to come.” She curses in English, then Italian. “We really needed this! The week’s been too slow. We’re gonna be way under.”

“Again,” Pop says under his breath.

“Don’t remind me, Gio!”

I shout over them. “Guys, hey!” The used tissue sticking out of Pop’s jacket pocket gets me thinking. I step closer. “Ma, was it the head cold flu or the stomach flu?”

She fidgets with her left hoop earring. “I didn’t ask.”

“Well, call ’em back and see. If it’s just sniffles and body chills, they still gotta eat, right?” I turn to my dad. “Pop can deliver. I’ll go with and help carry the pizzas in. Who knows, maybe they’ll order more for the workers since we’re delivering?”

We used to have a delivery guy named John, but we had to let him go last month because things are too tight. We only seem to make enough to cover the basic bills. Ma and Pop have pretty much exhausted our savings to keep the restaurant going. Now they trade off driving around town, dropping off orders, but it gets tricky juggling us kids, managing the restaurant, and random stuff like when Elio gets a bloody nose or a circuit shorts. They only just started letting me babysit this year, but they know I’m good in the kitchen, so lots of the time we all end up here. We just don’t have enough hands to manage it all.

“That’s not a bad idea, Luca,” Pop says. “What do you say, Christine?”

Ma nods. “Worth a shot.” She marches out of the kitchen, phone in hand, shouting for the twins to stop rolling and start folding pizza boxes.

Instead of following Ma, Pop tells me the minivan’s nearly on empty so he’s gotta go fill up in case we gotta deliver tonight. He walks back out the door he came in. A clump of pale-yellow dough drops off the metal spatula in the mixing bowl when the door slams shut.

I turn it back on, grinning to myself. Once again, Luca Salvatore worked things out. Creamy potatoes churn into the dusty white flour, sugar, and salt. Humming, I drizzle in olive oil, then a bowl of warm water and yeast. A thick, earthy scent fills the kitchen. A few more spins, and the dough glows like sunlit amber. Pockets of air make circular indents as the dough pulls apart, comes together, and pulls apart again. I get sort of mesmerized by it.

When everything in my life is riding the hot-mess express—Ma and Pop, Nina and Elio, Mamma Gianna’s—making a pizza is the only thing that feels right. From dough to sauce to toppings, I’m in control. I can make it right.

Thing is, there’s just too many things to make right. Saving Mamma Gianna’s from going under. Keeping my parents from fighting. Getting them to parent Nina and Elio so I can get back to my one true passion: perfecting the pizza.

Sometimes it’s overwhelming—all the have-tos, all the different things I’ve gotta fix—like a pizza stacked with too many toppings. The weight of it piles up on my chest. It gets hard to breathe.

But I hear Travis Parker’s voice in my head: “Pizzas are made one ingredient at a time. Slow it down, Luca. You got this.”

I flick the mixer off. “You’re right, Travis,” I say out loud. “One ingredient at a time. I’ll make this pizza perfect.”

Ma’s head pokes through the kitchen doorway. “We got it, Luca. Giant order for the old folks’ home, plus some for the workers. We’re gonna be all right tonight. Good thinking, kiddo.” At the sound of the front door creaking open, she disappears, off to greet whoever’s decided Mamma Gianna’s is on the menu.

And me? I keep doing what I do, and all is right in the world.
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Chapter 2

The temperature drops like a sledgehammer. Pop and I bundle up in scarves, gloves, and jackets (fully zipped) to trek into the freezing, snowy night. We deliver seven large and two medium pizzas, a chopped salad, and two orders of garlic bread to Sunshine Retirement Home around six o’clock. I shiver as I hand off the bags of salad and garlic bread to the worker who greets us in scrubs and a surgical mask. She’s so grateful that we were willing to deliver that she gives Pop and I a 40 percent tip. In CASH. That never happens. Most customers tip twenty percent, and a lot of customers never tip, which is rude as heck. (ALWAYS. TIP.)

When we get back in the car, Pop turns the key in the ignition, heat blasting in our faces, and then he hands me a twenty. “You deserve this,” he says, “for your quick thinking today.”

Most kids would grab the cash and dash, but I push it back at him. “It can go to the restaurant.”

“Seriously,” he says, shoving it back at me. “You’ve earned a little something for yourself. Twenty bucks isn’t gonna change whether the lights stay on.”

Travis Parker does have a new cookbook coming out in a month . . . but then I think about the argument Ma and Pop just had a few hours ago about the broken refrigerator. And I know our landlord for Mamma Gianna’s, Mr. Cheeks, has been blowing up Ma’s phone lately, which is never good. I suspect we’re behind on rent. Again.

I shake my head. “Keep it. Every little bit helps.”

I slide my phone out of my pocket and open Instagram as a hint that this conversation is over. Pop catches my drift. Wagging his head, he stuffs the cash into his coat pocket and shifts into reverse. The wheels crunch on salt and ice as he says, “You’re one in a million, Luca Salvatore. Don’t know what your mother and I did to deserve a kid like you.”

I don’t stop scrolling through my feed, but I say, “This’s what family does. We take care of each other. It’s no big thing.”

“Still,” Pop says, throwing on his turn signal.

My eye catches on a new video from one of my favorite Pizza Perfect fan accounts—PizzaPaulie07. He’s a mega-fan like me. PizzaPaulie07’s face—pale complexion, ruddy nose, and coiffed chestnut hair—fills the rectangle. Small silver hoops glint in his earlobes. There’s something off about his expression, though. I can’t tell if he looks happy or sad. The text below the post has the red siren emojis and says, “BREAKING PP UPDATE!!!” I tap the video, sound on.

PizzaPaulie07’s brash voice fills our car. “What’s up, Pizza People? Pizza Perfect’s number one fan”—LIES. I’m the number one fan, but I’ll forgive PizzaPaulie07 for the confusion . . . this time—“coming at you with an update about our show that’s fresh out of the oven, and it’s a DOOZY.” He drags his hand down his face, pausing. I don’t like that pause. “I can’t believe I’m saying this, but after six pizza-tastic seasons—”

My stomach drops. I pause the video. My head whips to Pop, whose eyes are squinting at the road. “He’s not gonna say what I think he’s gonna say, is he?”

Pop snort laughs. “I’m no psychic, but, uh, yeah, I think I know where this is headed.”

“Mamma mia. Please let us be wrong.”

I tap the video. PizzaPaulie07’s face reanimates saying, “Pizza Perfect . . . is coming to an end. Now, don’t get me wrong. We haven’t seen an official announcement of the show’s cancellation yet, but my source—my very reliable source—says we should hear something in the next few days. Sorry, pizza people. Today’s a sad day for all pizzadom. I’ll be back with more details as they come out. Until then, Pizza Paulie out!”

The video ends, a shaded filter darkens his face, and a replay button appears. I let my screen fade to black. The headlights of oncoming traffic are much brighter all of a sudden.

“You okay, Luca?” Pop asks, turning onto Jefferson Avenue. The windshield wipers swish away a dusting of snowflakes.

“I just—” My fingers squeeze around my phone case. I stare at the dark screen, hoping a notification will appear to tell me it’s a practical joke. But it stays dark. “You don’t expect your favorite things to end, you know?”

“I mean, it might just be a rumor,” Pop says.

“Maybe, but PizzaPaulie07 usually knows what’s up. I think he’s friends with one of the crew or something.” Oh, man. It would SUCK if Pizza Perfect ended. I look forward to a new season every year. I have my whole life. And it’s not just that—my dream of being on the show would be obliterated.

I shake my head. “It’s stupid . . . but I really thought we’d be on it someday.” The words sound ridiculous out loud. It’s impossible that our tiny hole-in-the-wall restaurant would catch Travis Parker’s eye, but still. Embarrassment gets the better of me. I suck my lips inside my mouth and turn my face to the window.

Pop adjusts in his seat, squirming a little taller against the headrest. His gloved hands grip the steering wheel tighter. “Maybe there’s something better headed your way.” He clears his throat. “Sometimes things have gotta come to an end, you know? Even good things.”

I stare out the passenger window. My breath fogs the glass. The lights of the passing businesses blur. “Good things shouldn’t end.”

“Maybe not, but sometimes endings can be beginnings too,” Pop says, articulating each word like he really means it. He sniffs. “But hey, until Travis Parker announces something, I don’t think you should worry about it.”

I shrug. “Maybe.”

We drive in silence the rest of the way, but my mind spins out on the idea of Pizza Perfect getting canceled. I only sort of come out of it when Dad pulls into his usual spot in front of Mamma Gianna’s and says, “Thanks, Saint Anthony.”

It’s a thing he does, thanking or asking saints for things. Saint Anthony is the patron saint of parking spots, I guess. Technically my family is Catholic, but we only go to Mass on Easter and Christmas, especially now that we run the pizzeria. Ma and I aren’t all that up on church stuff, but Pop is pretty religious. Just one more thing he and Ma can’t seem to agree on.

When Pop puts the car in park, he turns to me and says, “You don’t have to pretend to be okay, Luca. Upsetting things can be upsetting.”

For a moment, I almost buckle. As we drove, I realized it wasn’t just the Pizza Perfect rumor that was bothering me. It was Ma ignoring me. Not tasting my tortellini pizza. The idea that if I can’t even get a pizza on my family’s restaurant’s menu, what chance do I—did I—really have of getting on Travis Parker’s show?

For some reason, it’s easier talking to Pop than it is to Ma, but he’s usually so wound up in his own garbage that he doesn’t ever really hear me, even when he asks me what’s up. So I lie. “I’m fine.”

“You sure?” he says.

“Yeah.” I open the car door and hop out before I have to say anything else. Bitter wind bites my nose. My eyes water. I hustle to the front door and bust inside without waiting for Pop. I just need to get back to my pizza, and everything will be all right.
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Chapter 3

Look, I get that you can’t believe everything on the internet, but PizzaPaulie07 isn’t some rando. His rumor about Pizza Perfect getting canceled doesn’t sit well with me all night. My stomach cramps like I ate spoiled red sauce. Around five in the morning, I can’t stand lying in bed thinking about all I’ll miss out on if Pizza Perfect no longer exists. No pizza fame. No meeting Travis Parker. I mean, the show is the ultimate test of a pizza chef. If it’s gone, I don’t stand a chance of joining the pizza greats!

I tiptoe downstairs and my stomach sours even more when I find Pop asleep on the couch, a half-full beer bottle next to him on the coffee table. He’s zonked out, his face ostriched into the cushions. One of our ratty old comforters covers everything but his socked feet. I creep past him, making for the kitchen (my favorite room, obviously). This happens sometimes. Ma makes Pop sleep on the couch after they’ve had a fight. But it’s weird—I don’t remember them getting into it more than they usually do last night.

Mamma mia. It’s always something.

The tile floor in the kitchen is ice-cold. After I quietly open the blinds to look out into the purple snowy morning, I plop down on the heater vent, pulling my oversized pajama shirt over my knees. Warm air billows between my legs and makes my body tingle, but in a good way. I pull out my phone, turn the volume to a whisper, and open a random episode of Pizza Perfect.

Every episode is set up the same way. The first segment is always about the literal and metaphorical dough of the joint. Travis Parker talks with the owners about their foundation, their history. How they came to be. From there, he gets into the mucky, saucy middle: the savory ups and downs of the business. The final segment tops off (Get it? Like toppings?) the show by talking about the future of the restaurant. Their dreams. Their hopes. The final moment of the show, however, is the Pizza Perfect Challenge, where the restaurant serves up their most winning slice and Travis Parker decides just how Pizza Perfect it is.

Pop gorilla-trudges into the kitchen as I’m getting to the saucy section of an episode about a pizzeria in Tucson, Arizona. He yelps mid-yawn when he sees me huddled on the floor.

“Luca! What’re you doing?”

“Couldn’t sleep.” I close my video app. “What were you doing on the couch?”

He shakes his head, reaching for the cabinet with the coffee. “Don’t worry about it.”

Um. Does he even know me? Worry is my freaking middle name. (Just kidding. It’s Massimo, after Pop’s dad, but that’s not the point.) I hug my knees closer to my chest. “You sure? I thought—”

Pop yawns again, spooning charcoal-colored grinds into the coffee maker. “Luc, I’m barely conscious. Too many words.”

I never do get my answer as to why Pop was on the couch. When the twins and Ma wake up, we roll into our usual morning chaos of microwave breakfast, hasty showers, backpack filling, and tornado-ing out the door. But I’m still feeling off by the time I get to school, and now it’s not just the threat of Pizza Perfect getting canceled that’s bugging me—it’s whatever’s going on with Ma and Pop too.

“My dreams of pizza stardom might officially be over,” I groan to June Mason, my best friend since kindergarten, on our way to our favorite class: Culinary Arts. Second semester of the class started last week when we came back from winter break. This semester we get to start advanced recipes.

June looks up from her phone. She’s pretty with a long, pale oval face and blueberry-blue eyes. This past summer, she grew like a tomato plant on Uncle Tony’s special fertilizer. At five foot three, she beats me by a whole inch. A strand of blond hair falls past her ear as she asks, “What now?”

She emphasizes “now” like I’m some living, breathing natural disaster. Which I’m not. Natural disasters are just attracted to me. Like mosquitoes. (Also a natural disaster, if you ask me.) It’s not my fault there’s more drama in my life than in an Italian opera.

I sigh, fidgeting with my backpack straps. “It’s almost too awful to say out loud.”

June’s cell phone falls to her hip. Her voice drops. “Did something happen? Is it the twins? Your parents?”

When is it not my parents? But I don’t want to get into them right now. My hands drag down the sides of my face like that creepy The Scream painting Mr. Dawdle showed us in Art last year. “Worse. Last night, I heard—oh, man, I can’t even say it.” I take a deep breath and hold it. June rolls her eyes and starts to look back at her phone. I cave and come out with it. “There’s a rumor that, after six absolutely unbelievably amazing seasons, Pizza Perfect . . . is ending.” I fling myself at her shoulder and heave a sob. (The tears might be fake, but the feels are legit.)

She pries me off, snorting. “Omg. Tragic.”

My head snaps up. “Sarcasm so not appreciated right now. If the rumor’s true, I’m going into MOURNING.”

June holds open the door to our culinary classroom. “And I thought I was the drama queen. It’s just a show, Luca. It’s not like Travis Parker died.”

“Bite your tongue!” I breeze past her. “This might mean my life will forever be incomplete, that I’ll never achieve my dream of being on Pizza Perfect.”

“You could start your own YouTube channel,” she says, dropping her seriously unsympathetic attitude. “Or, like, post cooking videos online? Maybe that would catch someone’s attention. You could start a new series! Once I get a little better, that’s what I’m going to do with my singing. I can see it now: a casting director will see me, marvel at my talent, and fly me out to audition for a Broadway show.”

“I don’t think that’s how it works,” I say, pausing for dramatic emphasis. “But you might be onto something.” I fwump into my seat at our workstation at the front of the room.

The period bell rings. Mrs. Ochoa, our Culinary Arts teacher, flaps her hands at us to quiet down. She’s short with straight black hair that falls past her shoulders. Her skin is rich brown, and she’s got a mole on the left side of her nose. She’s wearing a white apron over her “Riverfront ROCKS” T-shirt. Mrs. Ochoa gets super into school spirit. Lots of teachers are all business, wearing dresses or dress shirts and ties on the daily, but Mrs. O legit only wears Riverfront Junior High gear. I don’t know what I’d do if I saw her in something other than burgundy and silver.

“Before we jump into making crème brûlée,” she says, “I want to introduce a new member of our class. Everyone, this is Wilbur White.”

I was so hung up on my pizza woes that I missed the boy standing next to her, but now that I see him, I do an actual double take. Wilbur White is . . . very nice looking.

Which makes me drop my red notebook with all my recipe ideas onto the floor. I fumble picking it up and drop it again. Mamma mia, Luca. SO AWKWARD. I’m pretty sure everyone is watching me flail like a T. rex on a balance beam. I focus my eyes on the stained linoleum, but they keep bubbling up to look at the new kid.

Wilbur’s shorter than me, with ivory skin and dark brown almond-shaped eyes. He looks like he might be Asian, but I’m not sure. He’s got pristine black hair that’s salon-quality combed and parted. Seriously. It’s shiny and thick as a model’s in a Pantene commercial.

Madonna mia, he’s . . . very nice looking.

Behind me, Anya Morrison chuckles. “Wilbur. Like the pig from Charlotte’s Web.”

A few kids laugh, but not me. Who cares what his name is? Look at that hair! That chin. Those cheeks, which are turning red. It doesn’t seem like Mrs. Ochoa heard Anya’s stupid joke, but I want to feed her and the rest of the gigglers a knuckle sandwich.

It’s clear Wilbur knows the giggling’s about him. He says, “It’s Will, actually.”

So confident. So cool.

“Oh, okay.” Mrs. Ochoa scribbles something on her clipboard. “Will. Got it. Well, we’re thrilled you’re here, Will. We just formed new cooking groups at semester start last week, so you got here just in time. Let’s see. I’ll have you join . . .” Her finger trails down her clipboard.

I bite my lip. My knee jiggles. Part of me hopes she says my name, and part of me doesn’t.

At last, she says, “How about June and Luca? Right over there. Wave to Will, kids!”

Omg. Can Mrs. Ochoa read minds?

June waves like a Miss America contestant. My fingers wiggle like squid tentacles. My hand shakes as I wave the new kid over. Our eyes lock for a second, and it’s like getting struck by lightning. Did he feel that too? Then I feel so self-conscious about shaking that my ears heat up. That only makes me more embarrassed, so I end up sitting on my hands and staring at the desk by the time Will gets to our station. All of this happens in a matter of seconds, but it feels like an eternity.

“Hi,” Will says. His voice hasn’t dropped yet.

Before I can say anything, June extends her hand with a flourish. Always the star. “I’m June Mason. This is Luca Salvatore. I love your hair.”

Slow-motion movie magic seizes the moment as Will White chuckles, runs his fingers through his hair, and it falls in ripples of ebony silk. I have a sudden and ridiculous urge to run my fingers through it too, but of course I don’t because that would be WEIRD. WHY WOULD I DO THAT? WHY WOULD I WANT TO DO THAT? WHAT THE WHAT IS HAPPENING TO ME? I breathe. Cool it, Luca. Even your thoughts are embarrassed by you.

“Uh, thanks,” Will says. “But it’s just, like, my hair, you know? Ha ha.”

“I like hair,” I say. The words are out before I can stop myself. Oh God.

Will gives me a weird look. “Cool?” He laughs awkwardly.

Then I laugh awkwardly.

And then it’s just . . . awkward. Someone sous vide me already.

June swoops in to save the day. “Like I said, great hair. I’m, like, a little jealous. Mine never looks that shiny, not even when I use the expensive conditioner.”

“What can I say?” Will laughs. “Good genes.”

The rest of the period, I’m a total mess. I whisk the eggs like I’ve never beaten a yolk in my life, splattering yellow goo all over the place. I’ve gotta measure the sugar three times because I keep forgetting how many scoops I put in the bowl. And I can barely stack three coherent words together. Every time I talk, it’s a nonsensical word salad. (I like hair. GAH!) Meanwhile, June’s becoming Will’s new best friend. And he keeps smiling at her. A lot.

That deflates my soufflé a little.

I’ve been out to my family and a few friends, like June, since sixth grade. Ma and Pop were a little surprised when I told them I’m gay (“So you’re just friends with June?”), but they were (and are) so busy and distracted all the time with Mamma Gianna’s that me liking boys was headline news for all of thirty seconds. They moved on. Or forgot. I honestly can’t tell which.

One of the hardest things about being gay and having a super pretty best friend who’s a girl is that anytime I think a boy might think I’m cute, he’s always actually interested in her. And June gets a lot of attention. She didn’t just get taller this past summer—she looks like more of a woman now, if you know what I mean. Sometimes she likes the attention, but most of the time she hates it. She’s so not interested in dating or boys or any of that stuff. But with Will, she seems to like the attention. A lot. Which is weird.

Honestly, I don’t even want to like-like anyone right now. I wouldn’t even know what to do if I did like someone. But it would be nice to be noticed.

When class is over and Will leaves the room, June grabs my arm and whispers, “He’s really nice.”

My intestines twist like cold spaghetti. “I mean, I guess so?”

“He should definitely be our friend,” she says. Then she seems to second-guess herself. “Right? Since he’s new?” She chews her lip. “I wonder if I have any other classes with him.”

“June, we barely know him,” I say. “Let’s see what he’s like a little longer before we invite him into the BFC.”

The Best Friends Club has always had two members: me and June. We briefly experimented with the idea of letting Brianna Graham into the BFC in fourth grade, but then she moved to San Francisco and no one since has lived up to her excellent braids or her mom’s homemade brownies.

But the truth is . . . I totally want Will to be our friend too. Maybe it’s time we reconsider our membership enrollment. He’s cool. And funny. I’m only downplaying my excitement because hearing her talk about him like he’s a pop star—it’s annoying.

“Fine,” she says. She turns right at the end of the hall to head to her honors math class, while I keep straight to my regular math class where we’re studying triangles.

While Ms. Homer, my math teacher, is talking about scalene triangles and acute angles and varying degrees, all I can think about is Will White and June. Her saying nice things about his hair, his shoes, his teeth. Him saying nice things about her hair, her shoes, her teeth. Me rubbing egg goop off my shirt.

Then Ms. Homer shows a model of an isosceles triangle, and it looks so much like a pizza slice that my mind shifts entirely to daydreaming about being on Pizza Perfect and meeting Travis Parker.

While I’m supposed to be taking notes, I dream up new pizza recipes that might make my pizza idol’s mouth water. A waffle-inspired crust topped with fried chicken and a drizzle of savory maple syrup reduction. A white pizza with ribbons of salami, prosciutto, pepperoni, and dollops of creamy burrata. A mozzarella stuffed–crust pan pizza with hot giardiniera and Italian beef dripping in juice. Each idea gets me more excited than the last. Ma and Pop like to stick to the traditional recipes, but I like to dream big. The possibilities are endless. If only they’d let me try some of my ideas on our menu, I bet I could revolutionize our business.

And suddenly the bell is ringing while I’m in the middle of a pizza creation that involves hard-boiled eggs. (Rude.) It’s like someone snapped their fingers. Whatever hypnotic spell I’d been under breaks.

I might not have any clue how to do the math problem on the board, but I have big ideas. And someday, television show or not, Travis Parker is gonna hear all about them.

Mark my words.
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Chapter 4

“Hey, uh, can I sit here?”

I look up from hunting Pizza Perfect rumors on my phone Friday, surprised to see Will White standing next to me in the cafeteria. How had I not noticed all week that we were in the same lunch period? He’s wearing a white oversized Harry Styles T-shirt and skinny jeans. A pearl necklace hangs loose around his neck. He looks just as cool as the pop icon screen-printed on his chest.

I’m so caught off guard that I dribble spaghetti sauce on my shirt. I dab it quickly with a napkin and say, “Yeah, yeah. Of course. Sit!”

Usually other kids only come around to talk to June, but she’s not here yet. Which means: Will White wants to sit with me. Why? He plops his tray down: cheeseburger, carrot sticks, chocolate milk. “Whatcha looking at?” he asks, pointing at my phone.

I click it off, nervous he’s gonna think I’m a giant nerd. “Oh, just some stuff for a show I like.”

He chomps into a carrot stick. “Which one?”

“Uh, Pizza Perfect? It’s this cooking show about pizzerias around the country. The host, Travis Parker, he’s like a big—”

Will laughs. “Dude, I know what Pizza Perfect is. My mom and I watch it sometimes. We like cooking stuff. I mean, obviously. I’m in Culinary Arts, ha ha.”

“Right,” I say. Now I feel like an idiot for acting like he wouldn’t know Pizza Perfect. “So, uh, how’re you liking Riverfront?”

He shrugs. “It’s fine. Kinda miss my old friends, though.”

“Yeah, that’s gotta be hard.”

“It is what it is.” He unfolds the foil wrapper on his burger. “You’re pretty impressive in cooking class. Seems like you know a lot.”

OMG. He totally knows I’m a nerd. I twirl my cold leftover spaghetti. “Uh, thanks, ha ha. I cook. A lot.”

“That’s cool.” He bites into his burger, and I melt a little. He thinks I’m cool. He goes on. “I like when people know how to do stuff. Make food, play music. Like, I’ve got my guitar and—”

“Will! What are you doing here?” June sits down across from us, bursting the bubble around this moment between me and him that I hadn’t realized was a moment until now. Whenever June arrives, it’s all lights on her. That’s just how it goes. I don’t usually mind, but this time . . . it’s different. Will is different.

She rambles for a while about musicals and theater and this vampire show she’s watching, and all of a sudden it’s the end of lunch. As we leave the cafeteria, I’m sure Will has totally forgotten he sort of said I was cool, but he stops me after June waves goodbye and puts something in my hand. A torn corner of notebook paper. “My number,” he says. “Text me?”

His NUMBER
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