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To Kyle.


You’ve made my life.
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One year after the fire, my doctor removes my mask and tells me to get a life.


He doesn’t use those exact words, of course, because he’s paid to flash around lots of medical-degree terms like reintegration and isolation, but basically, the Committee on Ava’s Life had a big meeting and decided I have wallowed long enough.


My postburn pity party is over.


Dr. Sharp examines my skin grafts to make sure I haven’t inadvertently grown batwings in my armpits since our last monthly pat-down. Scars can be screwy little suckers, and since my body is 60 percent screwed up, it takes Dr. Sharp a full twenty minutes to check me over. The tissue paper covering the vinyl exam table crinkles beneath me as my aunt Cora watches attentively from the sidelines, scribbling notes in her gargantuan “Ava’s Recovery” binder while her eyes follow Dr. Sharp.


He removes the bandana from my head and then my clear plastic mask, his fingers grazing my scars.


“Everything’s healing beautifully,” he says, without even a hint of irony. The coldness of his fingers registers above my eyes but fades as he moves to the thicker grafts around my mouth.


“Well,” I say, “you can put lipstick on a pig, but it’s still a p—”


“Ava!” gasps Cora, who is not only my aunt but also the self-appointed CEO of the aforementioned committee on my life.


Dr. Sharp shakes his head and laughs, revealing two deep dimples on either side of his smile, which only makes him even more like one of those McHottie doctors on TV who bang each other in the on-call room between saving lives. I blame his smoldering eyes and strong jawline for the butterfly swarm in my stomach every time he touches my grafts. It also doesn’t help that I’m keenly aware he has seen me naked approximately nineteen times. Sure, it’s on an operating-room table, but naked is naked, even covered with gauze and nineteen surgeries’ worth of scars.


But we never address that awkward elephant in the room, just like I never mention the fact that he once literally took a chunk of my butt and stretched it across my face to make a new forehead.


Dr. Sharp hands me a small, salon-style mirror so I can admire his handiwork.


“No thanks,” I say, giving it back.


“Still having trouble looking?”


“Unless I grew a new face overnight, I already know what I’m going to see.”


Dr. Sharp nods while typing a note into my chart, and I sense a forthcoming committee meeting about my resistance to reflective surfaces. It’s not like I haven’t seen my face. I know how I look. I choose not to keep looking.


With a dimply smile, Dr. Sharp holds up my plastic mask.


“I think you’ll be happy to hear that you can get rid of this little guy.”


Cora squeals and awkwardly side-hugs me, careful not to apply too much pressure to disrupt the all-important healing process.


“You couldn’t have given us a better gift today, Dr. Sharp. It’s been a year, this week actually, since—” Cora pauses, and I can almost see her brain trying to come up with the right words.


“The fire,” I jump in. “One year since the fire.”


Dr. Sharp hands me the mask, which has been my constant companion every day, twenty-three hours a day for that year. Its one job: keep my face flat as it heals so my scars don’t bulge out in fleshy blobs. The doctors and nurses reassure me constantly that the mask has made my scars heal so much better, although I’m unconvinced it can get much worse than the patchwork of discolored grafts I call my face.


“You’ll still need to wear the body-compression garments until we’re sure the scars won’t interfere with your movements,” Dr. Sharp says. “But I do have one more piece of good news for you.”


Cora gives him the slightest nod, which tells me that whatever comes next is a direct result of an Ava’s Life meeting. My invitation must have gone straight to spam.


“Now that you don’t have to wear the mask, I am authorizing—and strongly recommending—that you return to school,” he says.


I flip the mask around in my hand without looking up.


“Yeah, that’s a hard pass,” I say. “But thanks.”


Jumping off the sidelines, Cora lays her massive binder by the sink and half sits on the patient chair with me, lightly tapping my thigh.


“Ava, I know you’re bored with those online classes, and you’re always saying how you wish things could go back to normal.”


Normal.


Right. Old normal. Ava Before the Fire normal. Normal normal.


“That’s Never. Going. To. Happen,” I say. “I’m not going to waltz back into my old school and have everything be the same.”


“You could go to the school by our house, like we’ve talked about. Or pick any school you want,” Cora says, undeterred. “You know, a fresh start? Make new friends and begin a life here.”


“I’d rather die,” I mumble.


I’ve been doing fine at home taking classes online in my pajamas. Where no one can see me. Where no one can point and stare and whisper as I walk by like I’m deaf as well as deformed.


“I know you don’t mean that,” Cora says. “You’re lucky to be alive.”


“Right. I’m a human rabbit’s foot.”


Why am I the lucky one because I survived? Mom, Dad, and my cousin Sara are probably dancing through a celestial meadow somewhere or happily reincarnated as monkeys in India while I face an endless loop of surgeries and doctors and stares from strangers.


But I can’t compete with tombstones. Death trumps suffering every time.


“If it were Sara, I’d want her to live a full life,” she says. “And I know your mother would want you to be happy.”


Her attempt to use dead people to win this argument irks me.


“I’m not Sara. And you’re not my mother.”


Cora turns away from me, and so does Dr. Sharp, pretending to concentrate especially hard on the computer screen rather than acknowledge the tension that fills the exam room like smoke. I hate that Dr. Sharp is here for this embarrassing toddler tantrum, but he’s partly to blame for blindsiding me with this development.


Cora sniffles quietly, and I wish I could take back my jab. She didn’t ask to be my makeshift mother any more than I asked to be her understudy offspring. We’re both trying to navigate this sick twist of “luck” the universe threw our way.


Dr. Sharp clears his throat. “Ava, the fact is, we’re concerned about your level of isolation. Reintegration is a major part of your healing process, and we all think it’s time to start,” he says. I refrain from asking him who this mysterious “all” includes, since my concerning hermit status is news to me. “What if you go to school for a trial period, and then we reassess our reintegration strategy? Say two weeks?”


Cora looks at me hopefully, tears still wetting her eyes, as the guilt of the lucky creeps into my chest. The guilt of the one who lived.


This week marks one year for her, too. One year without her daughter. One year taking care of me, the girl who survived instead.


I can’t give her Sara, but I can give her two weeks.


“Fine,” I say. “Ten school days. If it’s not a complete train wreck, then we’ll talk about more.”


Aunt Cora hugs me so tight that I act like it hurts more than it does so she’ll stop.


“It’s only two weeks,” I remind her. “And it is going to be a complete train wreck.”


“It’s a start,” she says.


I re-cover my scarred scalp with my red bandana as Cora and Dr. Sharp exchange a triumphant look. I toggle the transparent mask between what’s left of my hands, fighting the urge to put it back on.


——


Cora stops at the front desk to haggle about unpaid surgery bills while I meander down the hallway of the burn unit, looking at artwork from some Hospital Arts Initiative to bring beauty to dying people. I don’t even realize I’ve wandered into the regular hospital atrium until a little girl clinging to her mother’s skinny jeans emits a high-pitched scream.


Her chubby little finger points at me.


At my face.


The woman flushes red as she mutters an apology and yanks her child away by her arm. The girl continues to wail and crane her neck back toward me as her mom scurries away. A man in a pleather armchair shifts his eyes quickly back to his newspaper, but I can feel him watching me as I inch my way back to the hallway, trying to act casual.


I wait inside the safety of the burn unit, where people are used to faces like mine. The man with the newspaper steals glances at me from down the hallway, making me wish Cora had let me bring my headphones so I could turn on my music and tune out everything—and everybody—else. Instead, I turn to a 3-D art display called Starlight Reflections hanging in the window, and pretend to be immensely interested in the broken pieces of glass shaped like little stars, each five-pointed mini mirror shooting rainbow fragments of light across the hallway.


The cascading Milky Way of tiny mirrors distorts me, reflecting a Picasso reality in the shards that hang together as if one touch will send them splintering to the floor. I find myself in the glass, my red bandana framing my fractured face.


For a second, I allow myself to believe the broken glass is to blame for the broken girl.


Once I step away, my face will be fine.


Normal.


That’s what the committee wants. Go back to high school. Be normal again.


I know better.


Normal people don’t terrorize small children.


Normal sixteen-year-olds look in mirrors. Is my lipstick on straight? Is my hair doing that swoopy thing in the front? Their reflections reassure them, and if they don’t like what they see, they fix it.


For me, mirrors are a reminder.


I’m a monster.


Nothing in the world can fix that.
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Cora spends the next week in a tizzy of back-to-school shopping, convinced that my successful return to normal teenage life hinges on whether I carry a backpack or an over-the-shoulder messenger bag.


The night before my official “reintegration,” she spreads a lineup of bags on my bed. Bold-printed tote bags, floral canvas backpacks, and nylon crossbodies stare up at me.


“What are the kids using these days?”


I shrug. “I’ve been wearing hospital gowns and pajamas, so I may not be the best style source.”


I don’t add that I highly doubt anyone’s going to be looking at my accessories. Cora’s eyes flick from the bagstravaganza to me, her eyebrows pushed together with the same look she gets doing the Sunday crossword. Like if she can just focus hard enough, she can find the solution.


But for all Cora’s efforts, I’m one puzzle she can’t fix.


“I think this one,” she says decisively, holding out a black messenger bag to me. “But try it just to make sure before I return the rest.”


Rather than modeling it, I tell her whatever she wants is fine and remind her that in two weeks, when I return to my glorious hermithood, I won’t need it.


Cora’s mouth turns downward, and for a second, her CEO-of-Ava’s-recovery mask slips and I see someone else, someone small and scared who wishes more than anything her own daughter were here, modeling backpacks and getting excited for new friends and rowdy sleepovers and all the other normal sixteen-year-old-girl things Cora wanted for Sara.


I sigh and take the messenger bag from her, slinging it over my head.


“It’s perfect, Cora, thanks.”


She adjusts the bag so it falls neatly by my side. The weight of it tugs on my already taut shoulders, but it’s good to see her smile.


Cora plucks a navy blue bandana from my collection and holds it up next to the blousy blue shirt she bought me. “Now, this is an outfit.” She doesn’t have money to throw at new clothes right now, but I’m grateful not to wear Sara’s hand-me-downs tomorrow. Luckily, it’s February, so I can wear long sleeves and jeans to cover most of my compression garments.


“You’re sure about no wig?” she says. “That nice lady from the hospital said we could call anytime. We could hop in the car right now and go get one.”


I shake my head. “Definitely not.”


A wig might cover my patchy scalp better than a bandana, but it’s not going to fool anyone. The lady who came armed to the burn unit with wigs and makeup and all sorts of other hide-your-scars paraphernalia was nice, but for all her efforts, fake hair and foundation couldn’t cover this. So why pretend?


After Cora leaves, I unzip my compression garments, carefully shedding the second skin that keeps my scars from puffing out like cotton candy.


I lie facedown on the bed in a tank top and shorts, the yarn from Sara’s quilt tickling my nose. Cora returns and starts our nightly slather-me-in-lotion routine. We begin on my right side. She gently straightens my arm, which from this angle looks freakishly thin. Like skin-and-bones, back-from-the-dead zombie thin. Who knew fat cells could burn up?


Cora works the lotion into all my cracks and crevices as the familiar medical/old-lady smell of the oily cream fills the room. My beige compression garments slump like snakeskin on my desk. After a year, they seem more me than the purply-pink swirling scars of my actual body.


I used to think of skin as one continuous unit, but mine is more like Sara’s bedspread beneath me—a morbid quilt stitched together. Some pieces are original, some are scarred over, and some are grafted in from other parts of my body after the doctors played epidermal musical chairs. During the early days, I even had some pig and cadaver skin stapled in while we waited for a lab somewhere to grow more of me from postage-stamp-size cutouts from my back.


Cora works my arm like it’s bread dough, her fingers pushing in and spreading the lotion. It’s the one time Cora doesn’t act like I’m an eggshell about to crack, probably because the nurses in the hospital told her the rougher she massages, the better for my scarring. And if it’s “aiding recovery,” Cora is all about it.


I lift my left leg before she even gets to it. After eight months of this full-body rubdown routine, we’re like a synchronized-swimming duo. I’m flexible enough now that I could do my own lotion lathering, but honestly, it’s nice to be touched by something other than Dr. Sharp’s icy fingers. Besides, the massaging relieves the itching, which is a side effect of the dryness, which is a side effect of having no oil glands. That domino effect culminates in a constant buzzing itch beneath my skin I can never quite reach.


“So I read an interesting article,” Cora says.


I almost laugh out loud at this utterly not shocking fact. Burn Survivor Quarterly comes to our house every few months to fill Cora’s head with ideas on how she can help me. She reads every word of every issue, often leaving cutout articles on my bed.


“It said how important it is for burn survivors to have a support group of peers who understand them.” Cora talks as she rubs. “And I just know tomorrow you will meet some new friends, and I think it’s really going to help you, Ava. I can feel it.”


I roll on my back so she can rub my knees.


“It’s two weeks. Don’t get your hopes up,” I say, although it’s clear her hopes have already rocketed out of the earth’s atmosphere.


“Well, you’re always saying how you don’t need friends—”


“Which I don’t.”


“And I’m saying, stay open to the possibility. Don’t let your fears stop you.”


“I’m not afraid.” I flex my puny arm muscles. “I’ve got my scar armor to protect me.”


Cora’s lips seal into a tight line as she rubs hard into my shoulders, working the lotion into my thickest scars. The wide bands of skin grafts pull in from my neck, my back, my arms, gathering like steel suspenders. Until recently, Cora had to help me put on my shirts because I couldn’t move my arms high enough.


I hold my arms out to let the lotion air-dry before we begin the task of getting my compression garments over my tacky skin. I snake each leg and arm through the tight fabric, and Cora zips me up. She rubs lotion on my face last, using one finger to spread it across the graft lines that dissect me.


“I hear Crossroads does a musical every year,” Cora says nonchalantly, like she didn’t make sure the school I’ll be going to has a stellar drama program. Like we both don’t know I haven’t sung a single note since the fire. Before, I couldn’t stop singing. Pouring my heart out to the showerhead microphone. On the highway with Sara with the windows rolled down. At the dinner table, subjecting my poor parents to my latest Broadway obsession.


With all the smoke and tubes and surgeries, who knows if I even can sing now. Dr. Sharp says my throat has healed and all, but I have my doubts. Not that it matters. The girl who loved spotlights and solos doesn’t exist anymore.


My eyes drift around the room where Sara and I used to have cousin sleepovers every few months. Even though I lived an hour south, in Utah’s farm country, we’d grown up in each other’s rooms, sharing each other’s lives. She called my mom Momma Denise, and I called hers Momma Cora.


Now I just call her Cora, and this room feels more foreign than familiar.


Most of Sara’s things were gone when I arrived from the hospital, but a few haunting echoes remain—clothes in the closet that fit me, Sara’s pointe shoes on a corner shelf as if she’s going to sashay in at any moment, and, of course, the vintage Barbie collection that stares at me from behind the glass of a massive curio cabinet. Apparently, the dolls are super valuable. Not that Cora and Glenn would ever sell them or anything else in here.


Cora’s tried in her way to make this space my own, though. Framed pictures of my parents on the desk. On the walls, Broadway musical posters like I used to have at home.


But this is not home.


And I’m an interloper—an impostor trying to fill the space of two girls when I’m barely even one.


Cora holds my chin so I’m looking right at her again.


“Promise me you’ll give this a real chance. That you’ll let people in.”


Cora’s earnest eyes search my face, and mine hers. Even in her pajamas with no makeup, she’s beautiful. Mom used to joke that her little brother didn’t stand a chance against Cora’s looks, which lured him all the way up to the city.


I sigh. “Cora, the only way I’m going to survive the next two weeks is if I’m as thick-skinned as humanly possible, and lucky for me, hypertrophic scars are about as thick as it gets.”


Cora’s lips press together again as I ba-dum-ching an imaginary drum set.


“Oh, come on,” I say. “I can either laugh or cry about it, and I’m about all cried out.”


Cora does neither. Instead, she holds my hands, my purply skin particularly alien against hers. At least my right hand still has fingers. Calling the stumpy, clawlike structure at the end of my left arm a hand is unspeakably generous. It’s more of a pincer now—fused fingers opposite a massive thumb that is actually my transplanted big toe.


Cora squeezes my hand—or claw, or whatever it is—tight. “It’s your junior year of high school. Make some friends. Enjoy it.”


I exhale long and slow. Cora doesn’t understand: even my old friends back home didn’t know how to be around me after the fire. Probably because I wasn’t really me anymore.


I doubt many people at this new school are looking for that one special burn victim to round out their squad, either.


So instead of a clan, I have a plan: do everything in my power to disappear. Not like a magic act or anything but more like a melt-into-the-background camouflage. The only way to get through these two weeks of feigned normalcy is to minimize exposure as much as possible—mine and everyone else’s.


“I almost forgot—” I grab my headphones off the desk and sling them over tomorrow’s outfit draped on the chair.


Cora tenses, probably using every ounce of willpower in her five-foot-three frame not to grab them off her perfect ensemble. She hates my headphones almost as much as I love them. Well, need them.


“You and your music,” she says.


I don’t tell her it’s not about the music. Most of the time I don’t even notice what’s playing. I wear them to block out the world.


To help me fade away.


Uncle Glenn stops at my doorway to say good night. Standing there with his signature awkward smile and the top of his nose turning slightly upward, he looks so much like my mom. Sometimes it makes me so sad I can barely look at him. Sometimes I can’t turn away. My mom was beautiful, too, but not in the porcelain-doll way Cora is. Mom’s beauty was more unbreakable—crow’s-feet by her eyes and calluses on her hands.


My own nose used to turn up like Mom’s, too, a trait passed down from way back in her family tree. Dad used to slide his finger down the bridge and off the tip. “My little Swiss ski jumps,” he’d say.


I touch my nose, which now ends in a round, bulbous cul-de-sac made of skin grafts. The fire was nothing if not thorough; it took all of Mom, even the pieces of her left in me.


Glenn steps into my room, his cowboy boots heavy on the carpet until Cora scolds him. He stops midstep to take off the pointy-toed boots that are as much a part of him as his skin, even though he hasn’t worked a ranch since he moved to Salt Lake. He neatly sets the pair against the wall and helps me take off my bandana after I get into bed.


“Nice to only have to wear this at night?” he asks, adjusting the strap of my mask around my head.


I nod.


Glenn stands back, watching me wiggle the mask into place, the familiar pressure against my skin. “I’m proud of you,” he says.


“For what?” I say through the small speech hole in the plastic.


“For being brave,” he says. “Know what John Wayne used to say?”


I shake my head. “I barely know who John Wayne is.”


Glenn laughs. “Well, then here’s your first lesson: ‘Courage is being scared to death but saddling up anyway.’ ”


I twirl my hand in the air like I’m whipping a lasso.


Glenn kisses the top of my head. “Good night, kiddo.”


In the dim light, if I squint just right, I see my mom standing above me. I can almost believe she’ll be right down the hall, waiting for me to crawl into bed with her and tell her I’m terrified to face tomorrow alone.


Glenn and Cora walk out together, his broad shoulders hulking over her tiny frame. He stoops to pick up his cowboy boots with one hand while holding Cora’s slender fingers with the other. I watch them through my mask as they walk down the hallway.


I look down at my own hands, my claw on one side and my scarred fingers peeking out of my compression garments on the other.


Cora wants me to let people in. Problem is, no one’s knocking on my door—now or ever.


So whatever high school launches at me tomorrow, I have to be ready.


Bulletproof.


I put on my headphones, turn up the music, and close my eyes under the stitched-tight grip of the compression garments and the weight of my face mask. Normally, my burn-survivor getup makes me feel like a creepy King Tut entombed in a sarcophagus.


But tonight, it feels good.


Like a protective layer between me and the world.


Like it’s the only thing holding me together.
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As Disappearing Act One, I ask Cora to drop me off thirty minutes early to avoid the crowded halls of my new school—Crossroads High, home of the Vikings.


I picked it because it’s across town, where no one knew Sara. I’ve already stepped into the void formally known as my cousin at home; I don’t need to slide into her shadow at school, too.


Cora’s been a one-woman whirlwind since the Dr. Sharp visit, getting my school records and talking the Crossroads principal into a boundary exception so I can attend. She’s been on the phone with all sorts of school personnel making a plan to best handle my “condition” this year, clearly having selective amnesia about the whole “only two weeks” deal.


When we pull into the parking lot, she tells me the principal’s expecting me for a quick preclass meet and greet to “get to know me personally.” She insists on parking and gets out with me in front of the school, bracing against the frigid February wind to hand me the messenger bag she’s decided is my all-access pass to the social hierarchy of high school. I sling it over my shoulder and plug my headphones into my phone while Cora gives me a final rundown of How to Be a High Schooler, complete with instructions on “putting myself out there” and something about my medications.


I don’t really hear this last part because (1) I know how to take my meds and (2) another girl gets dropped at the curb behind us.


She stops midstride when she sees me, eyes wide, like she’s paralyzed. I look down at the phone in my hand, releasing her, and the girl power walks into the building, her quick footsteps disappearing into Crossroads High.


For a second, I almost run, too—back to the car, back to my room, back to my out-of-sight existence. Cora puts her hand on my arm. I can barely feel her touch through my compression garments.


“Are you sure you don’t want me to come in with you?”


I shake my head. That is a big fat no. The last thing I need is a chaperone walking me through the halls of high school. As if my face doesn’t draw enough attention to the fact that I. Do. Not. Belong.


That’s a pretty big problem when the first commandment of high school is Belong.


I swallow my fears—a skill I’ve nearly perfected in the past year—and fake a smile. If you don’t laugh, you cry, right? I hold out my arms wide, turning side to side.


“So . . . how do I look?”


I mean it as a joke, but Cora’s eyes rove over me seriously.


“You look great.”


“You know you’re sending me into a full-on slaughterfest, right?”


She half smiles and adjusts my blue bandana, which is tied in a knot at the base of my neck so it covers my whole scalp.


“We’ll pick you up right here, okay?”


“What’s left of me.”


Cora takes both my hands in hers with a firm squeeze. Does she wish I were Sara right now half as bad as I wish she were Mom?


“Think of everything you’ve been through, Ava. You’re stronger than you realize.”


I put my headphones on, making sure the left earpiece covers the spot where my left ear should be. With the music drowning out the world, I grip the shoulder strap tight and walk through the front doors, wishing I could believe as firmly as Cora does in the transformative power of the right accessory. The familiar smell of teen spirit (two parts dingy football pads and one part Axe body spray) wafts to me as I reenter the linoleum-floored, fluorescent-lit world of high school.


A huge cardboard cutout of a white guy with a Viking hat and a sword welcomes me to Viking Country: Be Bold. Be Brave. Be a Warrior. A handwritten banner hanging on the wall reads “Get your heads ready for piking! Here come the Vikings!”


Slaughterfest may have been an understatement.


It’s not like I’m unfamiliar with how people react to me. I’m used to the stares from randoms at stoplights or the store. I don’t blame them; I’m the human equivalent of a five-car pileup. You can’t not look.


I’m quite the expert on these reactions, which I’ve narrowed down to several completely reliable responses:




1. Revulsion


2. Shameless staring


3. Fear


4. Pity


5. Frantic friendliness


6. Aggressive avoidance (like I’m invisible)


7. Condescension (like I’m brain damaged)





There’s really no telling who will have which reaction, although kids tend to start out around the 1 zone, yelling to their mothers about why my face looks like bacon.


Adults are usually socially adept enough to skip the panic-stricken staring. Strangers at the store do an avoidance/pity combo, like the mothers who usher their loudmouthed little ones away from me, the real-life boogeyman.


And teenagers? Well, they land somewhere in between, which means I have no idea what I’ll face today: pitchforks or pity party.


The unpredictability tightens my stomach as I venture through the lobby, making my way toward the office. I luck out—empty hallways.


Ava 1, reintegration 0.


In the safety of the quiet, carpeted front office, I pause the playlist and slide my headphones down around my neck while also tugging my bandana over my ear hole. I don’t know where to go, so I kind of stand in the middle of the room, feeling as out of place as I’m sure I look. When the secretary behind the front desk looks up, her colossal grin falters for a split second.


“Oh.” She exhales the word with more air than sound.


Her eyes dart to her desk as she tries to recover. When she looks up again, she wears a perma-smile, her voice loud and sing-songy.


“What can I do for you, dear?”


“I’m Ava Lee. I think I’m supposed to meet with the principal?”


“Oh, Ava, of course!” she half sings ten decibels too loud.


Classic frantic friendliness. What scars? I’m too excited to even notice your deformed face! La la la!


“Right this way!” she shouts, as if she’s introducing me on a game show rather than ushering me into a tiny office with two men. One sits behind the desk in a polo shirt, the other across from him in a stiff, too-small dress shirt and tie that make his head red and bulgy, like a zit about to explode.


“This is Ava Lee! The new student!” the secretary half yells. Her message delivered, she shuts the door behind her and I can almost hear her sigh of relief. The polo-clad man gestures toward a chair.


“Have a seat, Ava. I’m Principal Danner, but most kids call me Mr. D or Big D. And this is Mr. Lynch.”


“You can call me Vice Principal Lynch,” the red-faced man says.


Principal Danner reaches out his hand, but pulls back slightly when I stick out mine. The fingers on my right hand peek out from my beige compression garments like wizened purple sausages.


“Is it okay?” he asks.


“It doesn’t hurt, if that’s what you mean,” I say.


He smiles weakly and shakes my hand like it’s a dead fish. I pretend not to see him wipe his palm on his pants as he sits down. His hair dips perfectly above his brow, and his expensive smile reveals a row of perfectly straight teeth. Behind him, a bookshelf shows off dozens of awards. He follows my gaze to a trophy topped with a gold football player.


“Used to be the quarterback here back in my day. Now I’m the boss. Life is funny, isn’t it?”


I nod. Yeah, life’s a real kick in the pants.


“Well, Ava, we are so pleased you are joining our school community,” he says.


His eyes search my face for a resting spot. Good luck, buddy. He settles on staring just to the left of my head, so he’s not really looking at me but kind of, sort of seems like he is. He might get away with it, too, if it weren’t a tactic used by basically everyone who has to talk to me. Not like I blame them: I can’t even look at me.


“Now, we understand that you are not the typical student. We want you to know that anytime you need extra help or someone to talk to, we are here. We also have a full-time nurse available. She will handle your medications throughout the day.”


My skin buzzes up my arms.


“I can’t take my meds on my own?”


The vice principal leans his pockmarked face so close to mine that a fleck of his spit ricochets off my cheek.


“This may be hard to understand, but the best thing we can do for you is treat you like every other student,” he says. “No special treatment. No special rules.”


Unlike Mr. D, Vice Principal Lynch stares directly at me when he talks, and his eyes stay glued to me even when I turn back to the principal. Shameless staring. Unusual for an adult.


I’d say he’s swerving into tough-love territory, which is usually reserved for people like Cora and the nurses in the burn unit, whose jobs or bloodlines require them to spend time with me. They develop a whole separate set of coping-with-Ava strategies.


“What Mr. Lynch means is we do have some legal criteria we have to meet. Students can’t carry pills with them. You can understand that, right?”


I nod even though I want to scream. I take a ridiculous amount of medicine like clockwork. It’s going to be hard to fade into the back row if I have to march out the front of the classroom every two hours.


“We’re already into our second semester, but your teachers have all been informed about you. About your situation. What I’m trying to say is we’ve tried to prepare everyone.” He ekes out a smile as he trips over his tongue. “Enough logistics, right? Let’s talk about you. We hear you’re a singer?”


I shake my head.


“Your aunt Cora—”


“Is wrong.” Should have known Cora would already have been here, sprinkling her optimistic pixie dust. “I don’t sing.”


Mr. D looks from me to Mr. Lynch, probably searching for some other get-to-know-you small talk. He fails.


“Then I guess that’s that. Do you have any questions?”


Only about a million. What if I can’t do this? What if I’m not strong enough? How did I get here, with this face and your eyes looking through me and your hands wiping on your pants like I’m contagious?


I shake my head. Nope. No questions. At least, none you can answer.


Mr. Lynch points to the headphones around my neck. “Those will have to go in your bag until after the final bell.”


I look from him to Mr. D, hoping for some sort of intervention, some exception to the no-exceptions rule. “They’re just for the hallway. I won’t use them in class.”


Mr. Lynch shakes his head. “School rule.”


Both men watch as I take the headphones off my neck, the slight lifting of weight off my skin making me feel instantly more exposed. A ball of panic rises in my throat as I stick them in my bag. How will I disappear now?


As they escort me from the office, Mr. D goes to pat my shoulder but changes his mind at the last second, his hand floating awkwardly in the air.


“Ava. The students have also been warned—told—they’ve been told about you. But your aunt suggested you might want to take a few minutes in each class to tell your peers about yourself. Meet this thing head-on.”


This thing? My melted face? My messed-up life? What thing are we talking about here?


“Yeah, that’s a definite no,” I say.


I don’t need people to understand me. I don’t need to answer questions or make friends or be an inspirational mascot. All I need is to get through the next two weeks.


“Well, it’s up to you,” Mr. D says as the bell screeches overhead. Boisterous voices and bodies flood the hallway. “My door is always open. I like to think of myself as more of a friend than an administrator.”


He shoots me a winning smile with his bleached-white teeth, and I can’t help but picture the Viking at the front door.


“You’re gonna love it here, Ava. I guarantee it.”


Mr. Lynch offers no such encouraging words. He points to the clock on the wall.


“Class starts in five,” he says. “Don’t be late.”


I hesitate on the threshold between the relative safety of the office and the melee of students quickly filling the hallway. The words running the gauntlet come to mind, conjuring up images of medieval Britain where criminals walked half-naked in a line, flanked by men with whips.


Facing the crowded corridor now, I’d prefer to take my chances with the British.


My new bestie, Big D, starts high-fiving hulking boy-men in letterman jackets. Mr. Lynch yells at a student to walk.


Clearly, Principal Danner is here to relive his teenage glory days. Mr. Lynch is here to avenge them.


Me? I just want to survive.
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A group of boys sees me first.


A skinny one with zit-ridden skin jumps back with a “whoa.” His buddies turn to me, then do an about-face to the lockers, doing a truly terrible job of hiding their laughter. They peek sideways at me with quick head jerks. Real supersleuths.


I sense eyes on me—a feeling I should be used to by now. Whispers and gasps are the background soundtrack to my life, but in this small hallway surrounded by kids my own age, the heat of so many eyes creeps up my neck. My legs and arms start to itch as the familiar buzzing spreads through my body. My face burns as I cast my eyes to the ground.


Don’t look up.


I force myself not to react, even when I hear a group of girls break into nervous giggles and whispers, followed by “Shhhhh . . . shhhh . . . stop. She’s coming.”


A girl at her locker pretends to look past me as she takes hurried glances at where my ear should be. I tug my bandana tighter so she can’t see there’s no left ear left, just a canal hole and a lobe remnant whose survival defies explanation.


I tilt my head back to restrain the building tears. Thanks to the contracting of my cheek scars, my bottom eyelids are more like busted levies, barely able to hold back the slightest moisture.


But I will not cry. Not here.


I try to calm my racing heart as I continue down the hallway, reminding myself that I don’t need these people any more than they need me. I force my head higher, but what I really want is to crawl into one of these lockers to escape all the eyes. Their stares tell me I’m different, sure, but they reveal an even deeper truth: I’m less.


Something to be looked at, not talked to.


This is why I don’t need mirrors; I can see my reflection in the eyes of everyone around me.


My face always finds me.


I pretend not to notice the group of boys elbowing each other or the fact that everyone else squishes together on the other side of the hallway. Without my headphones to soundproof me, I act like I don’t hear the whispers behind cupped hands.


Through the din of lockers and feet and chatter, my good ear picks up the words I’m not meant to hear:


Burned.


Fire.


New.


Gross.


Zombie.


A white-hot pain shoots to the tips of my fingers, and I realize I’ve been death-gripping the strap of my bag with my good hand. I stretch my palm, flexing my stiff skin.


I make it to my first class, exhaling the air I’ve been storing since I left the office. One hallway down!


Only ten days to go.


I slink to a seat in the back row. This is my plan: Stay in the shadows. Get through today.


The earth science teacher is a large man with an even larger bushy black beard. He strides into the room and drops a pile of books on the front table. When he scans the room, he does a double take at me. So much for Big D’s warnings.


He starts talking, but the damage is done. His brief pause in my direction gives my classmates permission to turn and look. I sink lower in my seat.


When I was a little kid, I could summon an invisibility cloak by closing my eyes. My parents would play along as I yelled, “You can’t see me!” Mom would walk right next to me, saying, “Where’s Ava?” and Dad would bump into me, crying, “Oh no! We’ve lost her forever.”


I could use those toddler superpowers today.


I remind myself that today is the worst day—it has to be, right? Everyone has to see me for the first time. And in two weeks, it will be over. Cora can check off my good-faith recovery effort in her binder, and I can retreat to the solace of a bedroom without mirrors or prying eyes to remind me what I am.


The bearded teacher scrawls the word life on a whiteboard.


“Today, we start a new unit.” He underlines the word emphatically. “Together, we will plumb the depths of what it means to be alive. We will study the living world around us and the world within us.”


He tells us we’re having an assessment quiz and gives a boy in the front row a bunch of papers to hand out to the class. When the boy gets close to me, he hesitates, holding the sheets tentatively, like he’s offering a bunny carcass to a rabid dog.


A squeaking, strangulated sound escapes from his throat when I reach out my left hand without thinking. His eyes lock on my fused flipper fingers and my prominent “thumb,” which dwarfs the rest of my hand because it belongs on my foot and not here in the open, freaking out the villagers.


I quickly flop my Frankenhand back to my lap, horrified. The boy half chucks a quiz at me, recoiling quickly.


He speeds back to his desk, and I pick up the paper from the floor, trying to ignore his wide-eyed glances that make me feel distinctly subhuman.


Perhaps I should make a public service announcement? DON’T WORRY, FOLKS! UGLY’S NOT CATCHING TODAY!


That’s when I notice another boy next to me, staring with reckless abandon at the disproportionately huge toe-thumb in my lap. I push my hand into my pocket and train my eyes back on my desk. He screeches his desk closer to mine.


“Is that your toe?” he whispers.


I ignore him.


“Hey!” he says a little louder. “Is it?”


I thrust my shoulder forward so he knows my hearing isn’t the problem. If talking to other people was part of my survival plan, I would tell him to go away.


Instead, I pretend this assessment is one thousand times more interesting than it actually is and seriously consider rescuing my headphones from my bag so this kid will stop trying to strike up a convo. My fingers move upward in a habit I can’t seem to break, searching for my hair to twist around my finger.


“Good talk, good talk,” he says.


I shrink further into my paper. He hesitates for a second before inching back to his row.


I sneak a sideways glance in his direction. His eyes are on his paper now, allowing me to see he’s a small kid with warm brown skin. The black curtain of his hair flips up, and his dark eyes meet mine before I can turn away. He gives me a thumbs-up, and I’m not sure if he means it as a cruel joke or some outdated symbol of camaraderie.


I flick my eyes away.


I tick through the normal reactions: Shameless staring? Not really. Not in a gawking, don’t-tap-on-the-glass kind of way. He’s borderline frantic friendliness with his excitement over my toe-hand, but that’s still not it. Not pity. Definitely not like I’m invisible.


I scribble in the corner of my notebook, trying to label this boy’s reaction.




Nosy


Curious


Clueless curiosity





The boy waves at me like we’re old friends when the bell rings, so I shoot him my best “What’s your problem?” stare. He smiles back. Clueless it is.


This kid has no clue how he’s supposed to act around me. Because no matter what reaction people have, there is always one common thread:




1. Everyone looks at me.


2. Then everyone looks away.





Until now.
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I employ my best covert-ops tactics to make it through the rest of the day. I skulk along locker walls, looking down at my phone, pretending to be super interested in the texts Cora sends every thirty minutes to make sure I’m okay. In each class, I retreat to the back row and basically try to dissolve into Crossroads High.


When I walk past the gym and see the girls in shorts, I’m extra grateful Cora negotiated my way out of phys ed so a coach with a whistle and the power to make my life miserable can’t make me “suit up.” My compression garments don’t really make me a candidate for running/jumping/throwing, plus there’s the whole my-sweat-glands-burned-off thing. But mostly, there is absolutely no way I’m going to disrobe in a locker room full of high school girls whose big body-image issues include whether their boobs and thigh dimples are the right size.
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