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            There's nothing wrong with who you are.
      

         

          
      

         
            To all the boys and girls who are still in hiding.
      

         

          
      

         
            The darkest hour is just before dawn.
      

         

      
   


   
      
         
            Chapter 1
      

         

         Theresa wasn’t really sure when she would be considered to be a grown up, or rather, when this growing up thing would actually start to happen. In the summer before she started secondary school, she'd hoped that a miracle would happen: she'd suddenly wake up taller and her boobs would have grown overnight… She would have become another version of herself, a new and improved Theresa who didn't get into trouble, who didn't skin her knees, who never bit her lips until they were cracked and split, and whose hair would no longer be ruffled into an unruly bush. But summer had passed like any other before it. Months on end with no homework or worries, her days had been filled instead with falling off her bike, being scolded by her mother, and rides on pedaloes heading for the blue horizon and starry skies.

          
      

         On arriving back home in September, she had told herself that this would really be her time; the summer that had just ended had been the last remnant of her childhood and now she was ready for the "leap" to the next stage. Once she started back at school, she had to get to grips with the fact that she had new classmates, new teachers, new classes and far too much homework. She had not done well in primary school and she felt like not much about her had changed. It was only when she returned from the Christmas holidays that she realised something was wrong: once her classmates finally got around to asking her what presents she had received, having given her a long list of the clothes and CDs they had been gifted, she merely shrugged. She knew that saying "Veterinary Barbie" would have marked her out forever.

          
      

         When she got home, she took all the dolls off the shelf beside the window, put them in a box, and hid them under the bed. Apparently the shiny new version of Theresa was too shy to make her glorious entrance on stage, so she would look for a way to meet her half way. She started carrying her backpack on one shoulder to look less like a child, to look like one of the cool guys, even though it was heavy and terribly uncomfortable. But that wasn't what made her feel so different to the others. Getting rid of the teddy bear hairbands and tights hadn't helped much either. She was actually starting to hope that someone would come along and give her the instructions to becoming this "new Terry", someone who had the answers she so badly needed.

          
      

         Finally, the last day of school had arrived. Summer had returned to rescue her from Rome. As she piled up her faded shorts and T-shirts, in her mind she was already at the seaside. And once she'd wedged her suitcase into the boot of the old family Fiat, together with her backpack full of books, she felt decidedly lighter.

      
   


   
      
         
            Chapter 2
      

         

         "Are we there yet?" Theresa asked, dropping her arm to the ground and brushing the car mat with her knuckles. She felt like a melted ice cream in the sun.

         "I already told you, it's not far now!" Her father sighed.

         "But I asked you if we were there already, not if it was close by," she replied, holding back a cheeky smile.

         "Quite. Terry, are you going to run straight into the pine forest and come back covered in thorns and scratches on the first day?" Her mother glanced at her from the rear-view mirror.

         "I sure am," Theresa replied, and lay down on the back seat, very satisfied with herself.

         As soon as they arrive, she thought, while her parents are busying themselves with all the preparations such as shopping, and cleaning the house from top to bottom, she would go straight to the secret base, to see what condition it was in. She stretched out her legs and rested the toe of her old All-Stars against the window. It was only open a crack, because her mother got annoyed by the roar of the air blowing in when they were on the motorway. Feeling the glass vibrate against her feet, she stared at the car's dirty headliner above her. Mysterious new spots had appeared since their last trip. One looked like a slightly misshapen moon, another looked almost like a bicycle. A mountain bike, perhaps. She thought of her own bike behind the house by the sea, covered with the green waxed tarpaulin that protected it during the winter. As well as checking to see what condition the secret base was in, there was a long list of things that would keep her busy and, since she was crazy about lists, she set about listing all of them:

         
            	
                  she would go and find Thomas;
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
            

               	
                  she would go and say hi to all her friends from the Village;
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
            

               	
                  she would gorge herself on the lemon cream biscuits they sold at the Village bakery;
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
            

               	
                  she would go around the garden several times, stamping her feet hard on the ground to chase the vipers away;
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
            

               	
                  she would do archery on the beach at sunset (she liked to pretend to be Legolas, the elf in The Lord of the Rings)…
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
            

            


         "Get your shoes off the window, young lady!" her father called over his shoulder at her. Theresa sighed softly and put her feet down. She looked at the Converse in mid-air before resting them on the floor and sitting up again. They had greyish, dirty soles, thin laces that were frayed in several places and threadbare red canvas uppers. It was because they looked so lived-in that they were her favourite pair. She'd already had to rescue them from the rubbish bin her mother had thrown them in, and had made it clear that no one should dare attempt to do that again, on pain of death.

          
      

         As she sat up, there it was… the sea! Every year, there was always a moment during the journey when she would start to get seriously bored, and just then the sea appeared in the distance, an endless blue expanse along the shimmering horizon. She was reminded – who knows how – of the rhinestone-studded T-shirt that her science teacher, Mrs Archer, often wore. Her mother hated bling and every time Theresa pointed out some shiny knitwear in a shop, she would purse her lips and shake her head with an expression that said, "don't even think about it". But Theresa liked rhinestones. She rolled down the window and looked out, letting the wind lash her face and take her breath away.

         "Close it," she heard. Rolling the window back up, the Mozart sonata her mother had put on filled the car.

         "When do I get to choose the music?"

         "When you get your license and your own car," her father replied, and burst into a loud laugh.

         "Nice. Very funny," Theresa huffed, shaking the dark curls she was trying to keep under control with a thick fluorescent orange scrunchie. Her classmates wore them tightly on their wrists like bracelets, but that seemed like a silly idea. She needed them to keep her unruly hair at bay. So they were going to listen to classical music: whatever. By the time they reached the coast, most of the journey would be over anyway. One last stretch of motorway, then the old Fiat would take the familiar roads with yellow fields and sunburnt grass on either side. It was along one of these country roads that her father had allowed her to sit on his lap and hold the wheel last summer. It had been her first driving lesson. Now she could roll the whole window down. "Come on dad, come on!" she urged, until the car stopped in front of the huge green gate at the entrance to the holiday park. Next to the gate was a sign featuring a picture of a black horse standing on its hind legs, with a red sun and stylised ocean waves behind it, which everyone thought was really tacky.

          
      

         They drove into the Village, and Theresa stuck her nose to the window as the houses with their gardens and perfect hedges paraded before her eyes. The moment they parked in front of their house, Theresa opened the car door wide and stretched her legs, breathing in the scent of cut grass. A bicycle braked abruptly in front of her All Stars. It was Thomas, his nose and shoulders already scorched by the sun. When he dismounted from the bike to hug her, Theresa realised with a burning sense of defeat that he was still taller than her.

      
   


   
      
         
            Chapter 3
      

         

         The Village, as everyone called it, was a stone's throw away in Tuscany. They had left Lazio behind and now here they were, at the Costa Selvaggia residence, a row of villas overlooking the sea.

          
      

         Laura, Theresa's mother, had insisted on buying a house there, close to that of her best friend Anna, when she had moved to Milan from Rome with her son Thomas. Laura spoke of Anna so often that Theresa felt as if she were near her throughout the year, and not just in the summertime. Although at times it was a little irritating to hear her extolling their perfect friendship, one had to admit that there was something special about it. Anna and Laura had known each other forever and looked so much alike that many people mistook them for sisters. So no one was surprised when they had fallen pregnant at the same time, because they really did do everything together.

          
      

         Theresa had been born five days before Thomas, so she had always felt she was somehow superior to him. Inheriting the title of "eldest" had been her birthright, but he – like an impudent subject – had had the effrontery to grow a good seven centimetres taller than her the summer before. And now Theresa had to look up at him for the second summer in a row. "Check it out!" said her friend, pointing to the bike. "Graduation present!" Theresa felt a twinge in her stomach. Thomas's voice was slightly deeper than it used to be. Not quite a man's voice, no, but certainly not the sharp, crystalline tone he'd had the summer before.

         "My, what a beauty," she sighed, and as she kept her gaze fixed on the bicycle's fiery red frame, her mind whirled. It was as though he had become someone else. She wondered if the miracle had already happened to him.

         "Hey? Are you there?" he asked, puzzled. "Listen, do you want to go and check on the base? I haven't been there yet because I wanted to wait for you. Will your parents let you come now?"

         Just then, the breath that Theresa had not realised she had been holding came out of her lungs all at once. She smiled. He sounded just like his old self, despite the extra centimetres in height and a slightly different tone of voice.

         "I think so," she said. "Will you wait for me? I'll go get my bike."

          
      

         They looked into the villa's garden and found Theresa's father walking back and forth unloading the suitcases, while her mother opened the windows to air out the rooms. Theresa zigzagged through the luggage scattered across the lawn and ran to wake the bike from its winter hibernation. As soon as she pulled back the tarpaulin and discovered her old companion of a thousand reckless rides (and several disastrous falls and mishaps), it seemed to her that everything was going in the right direction. It wasn't as new and snazzy as Thomas's bike, but she wouldn't replace it for all the world. It had a metallic finish and you could see tiny green and gold dots shining through when a ray of sunlight hit it.

          
      

         Before anyone could hold her back, she straddled the bike and shouted: “I'm going for a ride!"

         She just had time to hear her father shout back at her, "We're going to the butcher's to get some steaks! We'll have a barbecue tonight!" before whizzing down the avenue towards the dense pine grove.

         "He's mad about barbecues," she thought, laughing.

         She could feel the air blowing under her T-shirt; she was going so fast that she felt like she could almost take flight.

         They had only finished building the secret base at the end of the previous summer, but it was the best one ever. It was made of branches bound together with rope and reinforced by a roof made of leaves. They would lie low there, organising adventures such as spying on the older kids or getting on the pedal boats without the lifeguard noticing; together with their other friends, they had even started a war against the kids from the next village along. A war of attrition with fierce retaliations.

         With the wind battering her face and whipping up her hair, she shook off the last remnants of the school year that had just ended: now her summer could really begin.

      
   


  
   
    
     
      Chapter 4
     

    

    
     There was movement on the field. Theresa tried to figure out who might already be there as she pedalled along the path, holding tightly onto the handlebars so as not to skid. When she spotted Maria Victoria and Sophia, she pedalled even harder and her friends came to meet her a moment later.
    

    
     Abandoning her bicycle on the ground, she hugged them both, Maria Victoria on one side of her and Sophia on the other. "I missed you so much!"
    

    
    

    
     Maria Victoria's hair had already been lightened by the sun and Sophia's complexion had bronzed and was full of freckles. They both smelt like after-sun cream. "Did you notice, Terry? My mum gave me a fringe."
    

    
     Sophia shook her brown hair like they do in the shampoo adverts and Theresa held back a chuckle. "It really suits you," she said.
    

    
     The fringe framed her gaze, making her green eyes even brighter. "Tell us all about your year," Sophia urged her, as they walked together towards the low wall a few metres away. Theresa couldn't help but notice that she kept shaking her hair.
    

    
     "Tell us all your news," Maria Victoria insisted, speaking loudly, and glanced at Thomas who was following behind.
    

    
     "What news?" Theresa asked. Squinting, she recognised Matthew and Frankie standing at the edge of the field, not far from the tall hedge that hid the garden of the haunted house. The others
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

   
  

 




    Vážení čtenáři, právě jste dočetli ukázku z knihy Like Cicadas.

    Pokud se Vám ukázka líbila, na našem webu si můžete zakoupit celou knihu.
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