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I used to be Snow White, but I drifted.
―Mae West










  
  

To Hans Christian Andersen, 
and his little robber girl 
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Chapter One





I’m eighteen when I start seeing this boy. 

Well, sort of—more like hanging with him. 

Uccello. Italian. Exotic name. Kind of exotic looks, too. Lush black hair. Hero jaw. Melty brown eyes. His father owns the gelato ice-cream joint in town. I often pop by for a tub of peach melba, and when Daddy isn’t looking, Uccello sneaks me extra scoops. Naughty kids’ stuff. All very chaste. I think that’s why I like him. Uccello is different from the other boys I know. 

I especially like his accent. Uccello has been living here in our northern city of Sunderland since he was thirteen and speaks English as well as anyone, but he still has this soft Sicilian burr. It makes him sound like a Mafioso on a non-killing day. 

He stands between the gelato’s tacky yellow seats in his dinky green uniform and, with big arm gestures, tells me shyly about his plans for the future. 

“Will you wait until your dad hands the parlor on to you?” I ask him.

“No, no,” he assures me. “Dad’s way too traditional. My place will be much better than this.”

“Better how?”

“More flavors,” Uccello insists. “Maybe I’ll branch out into smoothies and cakes, even savories. What do you think, Lily?” 

Uccello’s ambitions aren’t big—it doesn’t seem to occur to him that he might break away from his family’s ice cream business altogether—but I don’t mind listening. It isn’t as if Uccello is my life-partner in waiting or anything. Hanging around his joint cadging free ice-cream is a nice distraction before I go to college in September, that’s all. I like Uccello’s innocence. He doesn’t hit on me all the time. If I’m honest, I like the attention. 

When I’m bored, I goad Uccello a little. Once, a bit wickedly, I tease him by licking slowly down the whole length of an ice-cream cone with the tip of my tongue. Uccello’s reaction is hilarious. He goes bright red, tuts, and wags his finger like a pensioner. “No, no, Lily, you’re playing games now,” he chastises, looking so hurt that I want to hug him. 

I never do, though. The charm for me comes from not getting physical. Call me selfish, but I enjoy just hanging out with a boy who fancies me. I like his dreamy brown eyes wandering over me when he thinks I’m not paying attention. That, and the free ice-cream scoops. A couple of times a week throughout June and July, I turn up for an hour or so at his gelato, checking things on my phone and basking in Uccello’s covert admiration. 

He’ll surprise me with little gifts sometimes. Trinkets he says customers leave behind but never reclaim. “Hey, guess what I found on Friday?” he’ll say, fist closed and held out to me. 

“Used condoms?” I’ll answer, or something like that. 

He’ll tighten that pretty, square jaw of his disapprovingly, then slowly open his fingers. It’s usually a dippy brooch, pin, or wristband. Things I rarely wear, though Uccello never seems to notice that. A lot of the gear looks suspiciously new to me. 

“He’s buying them,” my best friend Tina tells me flatly in August. “He’s a soft puppy. Good-looking, yeah, but a goof. But then you know that.” 

I throw her a grin. “You just fancy him yourself. See if you can get him to kiss you. Go on. Bet you can’t.” 

“No chance. It’s you he’s after, Lily.” Tina laughs. “You’re his chosen one. It’s love.” 

“Don’t be stupid,” I tell her. 

“Ah, don’t want to be responsible for his feelings, huh? Don’t pretend you can’t tell. It’s why you go there. Admit it.” 

“He’s just a boy,” I say with a grunt. Then I giggle and stick my tongue in my cheek. “He loves me, yeah?” 

“Mm,” Tina says, frowning now. “Like really, though, Lil. Every time he sees you, he’s got that doe-eyed thing going. He’ll be showing you photos of the olive trees his family owns in Sicily next. Trying to fill you up with Mama’s spaghetti. Better watch it.”

She has a point. Uccello does go on a lot about families and home cooking. I don’t want to end up nursing a couple of bambinos in some backwater of Italy. I’m just after free ice cream and compliments, nothing heavy. Maybe Tina’s right, and I’ve underestimated Uccello’s feelings. Boys can get pretty moony. Especially the ones who’ve never had sex. Had he even kissed a girl? 

Next time I turn up at the gelato, I decide to test him. 

“You like me, huh?” I say suggestively, lifting my numb lips from a scoop of tutti-frutti.

“Well… yes.” Uccello fidgets with his pot of lemon sorbet. “We’re friends, yeah? I like you… of course.” 

“You like blondes?” I glance sharply up through my fringe. “You adore me, basically, don’t you?” 

I say it in a light, jokey way, hoping he’ll joke back. Uh-uh. His face collapses, horribly serious. 

“No, no, you make fun of me, I know,” he says, reverting to broken English. Then he wobbles off to clean a table, check the straws are all lined up on the counter. 

Twisting my long legs away from him, I flush awkwardly. This is bad. Oh, Uccello. Love it is then—or infatuation, anyway. And what I should do is simply walk out of the shop, leave Uccello in peace to gather himself, then find a face-saving way to quietly slide out of his life.

But I don’t. A wicked streak runs through me that afternoon, and I wait in silence, knowing he’ll come back to me—which he does. He hands me a frosted Coke. From his knitted brows, I can tell he’s been gathering manly energies. 

“So you think… I suppose this would be a pretty dull life, Lily. For you, I mean.” His voice is very intense. “Working in the ice-cream business.” 

Whoa, I think, almost squealing with embarrassment. What the hell? Wifey overtones? Talk about unsubtle vibrations! Where had that come from? 

“Dull, yeah,” I tell him sharply. “I don’t think I’m a shop-type of girl, Uccello. I’m more your free-floating princess. You know, a bit selfish. Wanting knights to fight to the death over her and everything.”

That last part is a deliberate dig at him. Uccello has a real thing about monsters, legends, and other juvenile stuff like that. 

He nods slowly, appears taken aback by my strong reaction. I can see him trying to recover, bring us back to banter, since his pitch for something more serious has backfired. 

“So…” He swallows, tries to smile. “You would be a badass princess, yeah?” 

“Sure would,” I say. “Spoiled. Bit of a bitch, probably. Too many suitors. You guys all merge into one.” I blow the bubbles off the surface of my Coke. 

Uccello manages a faint rise of his lips. “But the guys fight over you anyway, even knowing that. Because you are so irresistible.”

“Yeah. They’re, like, haunted by my beauty.” I lean across the counter towards him. “You’d have to prove yourself, Uccello. How would you do that? Slay a dragon? Fight a monster? Would you do that for me?”

“Not a chance,” he says, but the desperately cracking smile on his face suggests otherwise. Sometimes you can’t hide your true feelings, I guess. And it leaves us both sinking at the bottom of the ocean here. Tina is right. It’s lurve—or wasted infatuation, anyway. Pity, because I don’t want any part of Uccello’s misplaced emotion. He’s a good guy—a really nice, wholesome guy—but I’ll never feel like that about him. He isn’t someone I could ever fall in love with. 

“A monster, huh?” I turn away, anxious to leave now. “Really? You’d fight an actual monster for me? That’s generous.” 

He shrugs, suddenly unable to find any words, and I should be nicer in that moment. But part of me can’t help thinking, Oh, screw you, Uccello, I’m not some princess that needs rescuing, even if you’d like me to be. 

“Would you really do anything for me, Uccello?” I say, just wanting this whole dumb conversation I’ve led us into to end. 

Please laugh. Please say no, that you prefer the princess with the hot tits who lives in the kingdom next door. 

“No… of course not,” Uccello replies hoarsely. “Not anything. But you know”—his shoulders twitch hopelessly—“I would probably… I would try. I would do my best.”

“To be a man?”

“Yes. Be a man.” He fidgets, obviously as miserable about the way this conversation is going as me, but unable to find an exit ramp. “It would be like… like a fairy tale, yes?” he manages, his voice broken. 

No, Uccello. It wouldn’t be. We’re not in one of your fairy tales. 

But okay, never mind. We’re both dying here, and it’s basically my fault. Where do Uccello’s feelings for me come from, anyway? I don’t understand. I’ve never encouraged him in any serious way. He barely knows me at all, really. All we’ve ever done is light chat over floating scoops of ice cream. 

Right. Okay. Time to do the honorable thing. Be a good girl. Let him gently off the hook. Finish the conversation as if nothing excruciating just happened.

“Where does this monster live, anyway?” I prompt, giving him the warm gaze I can tell he badly needs in that moment. “McDonald’s?” I giggle. “We should report it to the store manager!”

“No, not McDonald’s.” Uccello grins, obviously relieved I’ve brought us back into safer, more frivolous territory. “I don’t know where the monster lives, but this is a fairy tale, right? So maybe… I’m thinking by day it lives in a cave under the sea. But by night”—he waggles his bushy eyebrows—“it comes to the palace to find you.” 

“To make love to the princess?”

To give him credit, Uccello goes with it. He gives me a bashful grin. “Make love? Yes.”

“Maybe, though, it’s more like just sex,” I suggest. “You know, it being a monster and all. No real depth of feelings.” 

“Mmm… you’re probably right,” Uccello acknowledges, and smiles that nice white smile of his.

“But you defend me, yeah?” I blunder on, because I still can’t think of a way to get us onto another track. “You’re my shining knight. You don’t let the monster just ravage me, do you?”

“Of course not.”

“So, what do you do?”

Uccello grins lopsidedly. “I stand on the castle walls and… wait for it.”

“Every night you defend my honor?”

He attempts a nonchalant shrug. “Unless I’m tired. Or, you know, getting my armor buffed or something.” 

I giggle, a real giggle this time. Okay, so maybe this relationship doesn’t have to end so horribly for either of us. 

“Right,” I say, slurping up a melting wedge of sorbet in my bowl. “You’re obviously a vain knight. You gel your hair and stuff. But even so, when you’re not getting your armor buffed or your hair done, it’s still a monster, right? So, when you battle, doesn’t it, like, just kill you?” 

While Uccello works on his response to that, I sip my Coke, which is deliciously cold. I’m going to miss this place. If I’m honest, I’m going to miss him, too.

“Yes. Well, there is that… complication about it basically killing me,” he admits, and we both laugh out loud. “But I’m brave,” Uccello goes on gamely. “I am a brave sort of knight who defends you very well. I die from my injuries but drive the monster off.”

I feign a scandalized look. “So there I am, the beautiful princess, but now my knight is dead. I’m all alone, and next time the monster comes, the bugger can do what it wants with me. Yeuch! Does he ravage me there and then? Or does it take me back to… where does it live again?” 

“A big cave under the sea.”

“Oh yeah. Its cave.” 

Uccello ponders that. “I think… it carries you back to its cave. It doesn’t really want to ravage you. It’s just lonely.”

“Ah, that’s very gentlemanly of it,” I say, laughing. “It’s a courteous monster, then. It hugs me to death, yeah?” 

“Perhaps,” Uccello concedes. 

“But I guess it’s also one of those unstoppable kinds of monsters you often get in fairy tales. Big and bad. I know what you boys are like. In the end, I bet the bastard gets its way with me.” 

“Yes, I… it probably does.” 

“And you, the knight, die. That’s not so good, either. Bit of a bummer.” 

“Mm. Yeah.” His face drops with those last words. We’ve stretched the banter as far as we can. The conversation is over. Actually, it’s beyond over now—and I think Uccello knows that too. He can tell something has gone horribly wrong today, even if he doesn’t know quite what it is. As I stuff things into my bag, a hint of panic appears in his eyes. 

Wriggling my bum to the end of the stool, I paint a brittle smile on my face and say, “See you soon, yeah?” 

“Lily,” he blurts, holding onto my wrist. “I kept something in the cooler for you. It’s nothing, really. Just a small gift. Will you take it?”

No, no. Not while I’m dumping you. Please, Uccello. 

“Uccello, really…I need to get home. I—” 

“Lily, please wait. I’ll just be a second.” 

Uccello hurries off. When he returns, he’s carrying—oh, please, no—a bunch of flowers. And not just some cheap five-dollar bunch from a supermarket. It’s a huge, sprawling clutch of red roses, their stems dripping with chilled water. He places them into my limp hand, and I’m so embarrassed, I can only stare at my toes. 

Across the street, a young couple, peering through the shop window, laugh for some reason. Uccello, of course, hasn’t seen them. He only has eyes for his mouthy princess. 

“I kept the roses for you in a dark place,” he says. “That way, the blossoms don’t come out too soon, apparently. It fools them. I wanted them to stay fresh. Not knowing when you’d turn up next, I mean.” 

My lips tighten. Not knowing when you’d turn up next. There’s mild reproach in those words. Combine that with my off mood—and how stupid I feel at how badly I’ve handled all this—I snap. “Hey, get stuffed,” I grunt, shoving the flowers back at him. “What’s that supposed to mean? I come and go as I please. Who do you think you are? My keeper?”

At this, Uccello backs off like a smacked puppy. “I’m sorry, Lily, I didn’t mean— I’m sorry… that’s not—” 

But I storm off. I can’t stay to listen to an apology from Uccello. Not when it’s me, not him, being so bitchy. I just need to get out of there as fast as possible. 
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