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God has given you one face,

And you make yourself another.

—WILLIAM SHAKESPEARE






Author’s Note

Second Nature takes place in a possible but imagined future, in a Chicago that is more a product of my memories than a city that is on any actual grid. The events, procedures, and outcomes may one day be possible but now exist only on these pages. All the errors of fact or supposition are my own.


CHAPTER ONE

This is what I know.

My father stood in the center aisle of the Lady Chapel—that hunched, hexed little building he hated as a father and as a firefighter—under the lowering band of sooty, mean-colored smoke, and he looked right at me. He understood what had happened to me, and although he couldn’t tell me then, he was still happy. He thought I was one of the lucky ones.

I was.

This is what I remember.

There were fifty of us in the Lady Chapel that late afternoon, December 20, the shortest day of the year. Inside, in winter, it was always about as warm and bright as an igloo. Wearing our coats and mittens as we sang “O Come, O Come, Emmanuel,” we could see our breath. As a place of worship and a historic structure, the Lady Chapel was exempt from all the building codes and conformed to none of them, which was why Dad despised the very sight of it. The mahogany pews, each with a different intricate carving, massaged for seventy years with layers of flammable polish, were nothing but tinder to him. Raw and reckless new structures, when they burned, were flimsy as tents. But the old chapel had stone walls a foot thick and had been reroofed so many times that Dad said that it could have withstood a phosphorus bomb.

It didn’t take anything as potent as a bomb, only a small candle in a small draft.

That day, just as the choirmaster, Mr. Treadwell, brought together his fingertips and held them up to his delicate cheekbones, twinkly as a ballerina (looking back, I think Mr. Treadwell was twinkly all the time, what my mother called “a confirmed bachelor”), first one and then the other Christmas tree on either side of the altar went up like ten-foot sparklers. A few kids simply stood, flat-footed and amazed, as though the pyrotechnics were some sort of holiday surprise.

I knew better than to think that, even for a second.

It was only luck that I was in the last row of the choir’s three-tiered semicircle, because I was taller and older, in eighth grade. I turned to run straight back, but the fire was more agile, leaping voraciously ahead of me along the strip of gold carpet between the seats. The Advent banners dodged and gyrated above my head like burning bats. I held my new purse, a birthday present from my Grandmother Caruso, up to my face, instinctively protecting my lungs. Then, I turned around to face the fire on the altar, which went against all instincts, except for someone raised in my father’s catechism: Keep cool. Keep making choices. These rules were not second nature to me by then. They were first nature. I felt my way along the communion rail and then turned left at the wall, feeling my way along under the windows until I saw what I knew what must be the door—a ghostly flapping of white light that looked like a giant moth. This, I knew, must be the door opening and closing. When I got there, I reached for the big bronze curve of the door handle. I knew it must be there. But my fingers were clumsy in my leather mitten, and when I stopped to pull it off, other kids rear-ended me, knocking me sideways. I jumped up and grabbed for the door handle again, trying to ignore the escalating chorale of high-pitched screaming. Was there a moment of stupor? It could only have been a moment. The next thing I recall clearly was standing up, looking over my shoulder at the oxygen mask on the face of my father’s rookie, Renee Mayerling, a grown woman who was not as tall as I was already at thirteen. She shoved me along with the exigent roughness of a rescuer, with her other hand dragging Libby Van de Water. Suddenly I was out, tripping and falling on my face in a foot of fresh, burning-cold snow, which probably saved my eyes. As soon as I could, I lifted my head to look around me. There was my friend Joey LaVoy and his brother, Paulie, who were not in the choir but had come running over from the school, yelling, Help them! Help them! That’s when I really saw the other kids from the choir everywhere around me, some lying still as sleeping bags, closed and pale, others crawling half naked, because their clothes had caught fire. There were a few I didn’t even recognize, because somehow their arms and faces were swollen as brown as the surface of caramel apples. Renee came out and I looked for my dad, who would have been right behind Renee—I just sensed him being right behind her. And then he wasn’t. Instead, he stayed inside the door, while Renee crouched low, holding out her arms to Dad. I understood then. I should have known it, and somehow I should have done something, like kicked away that big doorstop. One side of the huge arched door was always kept locked, by order of the principal, Sister Ignatius Bell, so that students could enter and leave the Lady Chapel in single file only. But kids hadn’t run for their lives in single file. In the smutchy darkness, they collided with the locked side and fell, and the kids behind them tripped and fell, and pretty soon the ones on the bottom must have been pinned down and the others kept on coming.

I turned over in the snow and scooted to a sitting position, then struggled to my knees. I could still see over my father’s head, all the way to the altar. Sweet Mr. Treadwell must have waited until he could shepherd out all of the kids he could see. He stood on the altar like a living crucifix, his arms out and his head thrown back, the two flaming fir trees on either side of him, their skinny trunks gyrating like ink lines in the deep dirty yellow flames and then vanishing altogether. I cared about Mr. Treadwell but knew Dad would not be going back for him. It was already too late for my teacher. At last, Dad did come out and I exhaled a prayer of relief. The fire was taking on force: The whole chapel seemed to shudder, like a witch’s oven in a cartoon, something the witch could command to do evil if she wanted to. But Dad was out. I could see my father’s gray eyes behind his goggles, and it was almost as though he spoke to me: Sicily. I’m okay! I promise! Would I let you down? I’m the Cap. I’m the Daddy. Whatever else was happening around him, he reassured me. He never understated the dangers of his job, but he called them “manageable, with common sense.” He made me think—long past the age when most kids stop believing in their fathers as mythic beings—that he was the barrier evil could not cross.

Dad must have heard a sound. He jerked and looked over his shoulder.

I think I saw skinny little Danny Furtosa at the same time my father did. Danny was standing about halfway between the door and the altar, with his hair on fire. This flat line of muddy smoke had begun to descend from the chapel’s ceiling, layering down atop the glow of the fire—something I had seen only on my dad’s five million or so accident-scene videos, which I was never supposed to watch but, of course, did. I knew that my dad was measuring that bank of smoke against the distance between him and Danny and hoping he had five seconds, which I knew even then could be plenty of time. And still, I tried to scream for him not to go. My mouth didn’t open. My neck didn’t lurch, the way it does when you gather your vocal chords to shout. I thought it was just smoke—and fear—clogging my voice, shoving it down.

It wouldn’t have mattered. He would have gone anyway.

He got far enough to pick Danny up. And then there was a sharp musical burst as one of my dad’s crew, Tom McAvoy or Schmitty, used a pike pole to slam in one of the old leaded windows. My father and Danny Furtosa disappeared in the unfurling red velvet of the flashover. It foamed toward Renee and me like the disgorged depths of a dragon’s throat. My dad always said there was nothing so pretty as a flashover. Renee said to me, “Oh, my God. Oh, Sicily. Listen. Look at me.” But neither of us could look away. Did I notice, like Renee, how majestic and lovely that flashover was? Of course I did. I was my father’s daughter. He wouldn’t have panicked. And I didn’t panic either. There was still a chance that my dad had survived. He was a twenty-five-year veteran. People lived through flashovers all the time. I knew he would have bad injuries. But that was okay if I could keep him.

The sharp dread for my father was not my only thought in that fractured and fractional moment. Never had I perceived fire as other than mesmerizing—something to be respected for its power but not to be feared, something that my father routinely conquered. Everyone would see the transformation of my face. Everyone with eyes could understand what that did to me. Not even I would grasp how powerful was the simultaneous denaturing of my being, the part no one could see, and how that shift would shape my life as much.

More.

If it hadn’t been for that ten minutes ten days after my thirteenth birthday, I would have grown up exactly the same as a million other kids just like me.

The fire happened during the last hour of class on the last day of school before Christmas vacation at Holy Angels Catholic School. My father was forty-four years old, captain of Ladder 19, Engine Company 3, in Chester, Illinois, just outside Chicago. At the scene, his primary role should have been making sure where everyone was, but he and Renee were first on scene and the fire was too bad to follow procedure exactly: There were kids involved, and one of them was me. Although Dad would have expected that the training would take over, smooth as a motor starting, and that he would act no differently than he would if his kid wasn’t inside, I didn’t believe that then and I don’t now. Still, he and Renee carried thirty-four to safety out of that gruesome, impossible, inaccessible little place, and twenty-six kids lived. No one could have done more. My father was a hero because he was in the wrong place at the wrong time. I was in the wrong place at the wrong time too—damaged, but a survivor. But I was part of that fire too—and though I had nothing to do with it, I was in some measure responsible, just as you are in some measure responsible when a car rear-ends your car, because you’re there. If you set a fire, even a campfire, the law says you’re responsible for whatever it burns. If you could have put that fire out and you didn’t, you’re responsible. If I had been home sick that day—and I was sick, a little, and my mother wanted me to stay home, because she was wacky-protective if I even sniffled—my father still would have answered the three-eleven alarm. Would he have gone the extra distance? I used to toss that back and forth, thinking at first, maybe not; Dad was by the book. He said that his best friend, Schmitty, had “hero genes,” but that he himself did not. What my dad would have wanted was to be with me at the hospital that night, holding my mom on his lap like a child as she cried.

To my best friend, Kit Mulroy, and me, my parents’ displays were humiliating. They’d been married since they were twenty-three and he still called her “my bride.” My mother was at the hospital that night, alone—with her sister and her parents and my friends’ parents, yes, but entirely alone.

My father died where he stood, from his injuries. He would have been able to brace for it. He would still have been breathing air from his mask. When he put it on, I knew, he had twelve minutes, and the whole thing lasted no longer than six. When the hoses fought it all down—it couldn’t have taken long, less than a minute?—leaving the chapel a thick, charred hulk, its medieval walls gruffly upstanding, the water along the roofline already slushing to a filthy glaze, I was still kneeling in the snow. It went that quickly. From behind me, I felt the urgent, gentle hands of the medics helping me onto a rolling stretcher. Everywhere, by then, were paramedics, from towns all over, their vans filling the circle and lunging up over the high curbs onto the lawn, rushing to the kids around me. Some kids the medics just knelt to touch and then quickly, softly, laid a blanket over them, as though tucking them in, and walked past. Of course I knew why. Other kids they grabbed up, starting chest compressions and shoving oxygen masks on, yelling like athletes breaking the tape when they got a breath. It took so long for me to get out of there, because my cart’s wheels got stuck in the snow. Renee tried to stand in front of me, but I saw guys from my father’s crew bringing him out—in their arms, not on a bed. Dad still held Danny Furtosa in his arms. Danny’s face was pushed tight against my dad’s chest. In the end, Dad was old-fashioned South Side Irish, a certain kind of guy.

Even if he could have ducked and run to me, he wouldn’t have wanted a little kid to die alone.


CHAPTER TWO

TWELVE YEARS LATER

What if I hadn’t picked up the phone the night that Eliza Cappadora called?

I almost didn’t.

It was the end of a long day—the longest day of what was, for me, the longest week of the year. I usually endured the anniversary of the fire by checking out—in a diagonal sprawl across my large and demulcent bed, sleeping fifteen hours at a stretch in the embrace of an indecent number of pillows. But this year I had to sock away money, money for a house, money for a week on Cape Cod. So I needed to work. Luckily, even around the holidays, there was plenty of work for a medical illustrator: doctors putting finishing touches on the papers they would deliver at conferences in the new year, lawyers preparing for personal-injury cases they would try when they could get enough people in town to seat a jury. And yet interacting even with clients I knew well enough to call friends was like wearing a cardigan made from fishhooks.

By the time I put my keys into the seventeen or so locks Aunt Marie insisted we have—despite the fact that Angel and Frank, the doormen, had the combined weight and heft of a bulldozer—my spine was so stress-pressed that I must have shrunk two inches in height. No sooner did I get inside and collapse gratefully against the door for the first long breath I’d taken that day than my cell phone began to vibrate against my abdomen. I’d stashed it in the front pack I wore when I needed my hands free and had turned the ringer off for the ballet class I took on Tuesdays and Fridays.

No, I thought.

No more people.

Days like today underscored what I already believed—that if humanity were a divine work of art, it would still be a work in progress.

I stepped around a dozen piles of clean clothes that I’d shucked and left arrayed around my living room in heaps, like cut-loose marionettes, then took out the phone and glanced at the message list. Four calls were from my aunt, who was leaving in the morning for England. All of them would say the same thing: Are you sure you’re going to be okay? Four more calls were from a number I didn’t know, and I was in no mood to blow off a solicitor. So I wrapped myself in my biggest cashmere blanket and slid back the heavy glass doors to my balcony. It was cold, well below freezing. The wind this far up bellowed off the lake. But I loved looking at other people’s lives as defined by their balconies. In summer, some people brought out barbecue grills and kegs, as though these eight-by-four concrete ledges were backyards. Some grew climbing roses and tomatoes in thick tubs. Tonight, the penthouse three floors above me had three lighted Christmas trees—pulsing madly, white, silver, and gold, to syncopated rhythm. Diagonally and a floor down, Santa’s sleigh sailed out from a space that wouldn’t have accommodated even two tiny reindeer, unless they really were the size of Jack Russell terriers.

And there it was! What I’d been anticipating for days.

This one person—directly across and two floors below—never let me down.

At Christmas, whoever lived there always spelled out a greeting across her porch rail—and always, always always, got it wrong. One year, it was MARRY XMAS. One year the lights read NOLE, NOLE. This year—perhaps the best ever—PEECE! I wanted to call my best friend, Kit, but she’d gone with her family to their cabin in Vermont for Christmas.

But even the annual misspelling bee didn’t dispel my gloom.

A few moments later, I was driven inside. I wanted to be out there, where the cold wind could give my thoughts a hard sweeping, but I couldn’t tolerate cold. The best skin grafted onto your face still isn’t facial skin. And no matter how well it’s done, it’s scarred, so it gets tight and dry quicker than normal skin. Torquing up my humidifier, I climbed onto my bed. Then I noticed my phone spinning around on my dresser like a live green beetle. I hated it (I still hate it) when people called back more than once in the space of an hour. If you don’t answer, do they think they can goad you into it? Maybe it was my aunt, calling from some Christmas party at a condo in the clouds where there was a phone in every one of the five bathrooms.

“For Pete’s sake, I’m fine!” I said. But the voice was young. Not Marie’s.

“Sicily? Is this Sicily Coyne?”

“Yes?”

“Hi, Sicily. This is Eliza Cappadora.” I let a beat of silence pass. Was I supposed to know her? The name was familiar, tied to something. But what?

The tentative, slightly lilting voice began again. “Hello?”

“Hi,” I said. “I’m here. I’m so sorry. I thought you were my aunt … not that I always sound that hostile toward my aunt, but she’s leaving for London tomorrow and she worries about me like I’m six years old.”

“I watch your aunt on TV all the time.”

“Well, this is the royal baby thing. Aunt Marie likes socially irrelevant news.”

Eliza continued, “We met last summer. At the police against firefighters softball game in Hilldale? My husband was playing.”

“Your husband is a firefighter?”

“No, my mother is the police chief in Parkside. My husband works at his family’s restaurant. But my mom isn’t the softball type.…”

“Oh, sure, no worries. Just, Eliza, how do you know this number? I don’t mind, but—”

“Dr. Sumner gave it to me. David Sumner? Maybe he shouldn’t have.”

“Oh, David? It’s okay,” I said. “If it’s okay with David, you must be all right.”

David Sumner was one of my burn-surgeon brigade, extraordinary for many reasons, not the least of which was that he was a burn survivor too, his chest and upper-arm skin rippled by a pot of boiling jam he pulled down on himself when he was three. David Sumner had worked with me (well, on me) during my early trauma period. How long since I had visited him? Months? A year? There was no excuse. I was at the University of Illinois Chicago Circle campus several times a month. I hadn’t been a patient for seven or eight years, but UIC was still my alma mater—in every sense. I’d graduated from there, the hospital was my greatest source of referrals for work, and it also was the place where I’d had all twenty-five of my reconstructive surgeries. Intuition would presume that a person would hate the sight of the place on earth where she’d endured the purest physical torment. But I felt for UIC the affection someone feels for a strict parent: The surgeons had fought to make my face at least work like a face—with, for example, a mouth that closed nearly all the way—even if it didn’t look like a face.

“How is he?” I asked.

“He’s well. But that is not why I’m calling. We actually first met a long time ago: I was with my mother at your father’s funeral.”

“Really,” I said. Where was this going?

“It was around this time of year?” Eliza said.

I hated to have to say it. “Yes, it was. In fact, the fire was twelve years ago today.”

“Give up!” Eliza said, and then … she began to laugh. To laugh! My first reaction was shock and dismay. “I’m sorry! I’m so sorry, I get stupid when I’m tense, and I’m just an idiot!” Eliza said, but she couldn’t stop laughing. And then I began to laugh too, for no good reason except that Eliza’s laugh was as irresistible as a child’s. Only long after we became friends did I realize that Eliza meant to say, “Get out!” Adopted at the age of eight from a Bolivian orphanage, Eliza spoke perfect English, better than a good many American-born physicians of my acquaintance. Under stress, however, she tended to lose her grip on the idiom.

“You didn’t know,” I said.

“But I should have. There’s always a story about it in the newspaper.” Eliza was right about that. The Holy Angels fire was still one of Chicago’s biggest collective heartaches. There would be some feature about where the survivors were now or a photo of the monument where twenty of the twenty-four children who died slept together at Queen of Heaven Cemetery—a green granite arch with their lyric names lettered in gold (Erin, Sofia, Malachi) and the dates of their births and deaths. A few of those dates—impossibly—were in the same decade. Even all these years later, someone always left a Santa teddy bear or a little potted tree with ornaments. The arch was green Italian marble because the colors of the Fighting Saints of Holy Angels were green and gold. It had been designed by my mother. Grandma Caruso said that’s where I got my ability to draw.

Although I didn’t tell Eliza, five nights earlier had been another anniversary—the tenth year since my mother’s accident. My mother died two years after the Holy Angels fire.

Mom was on her way home from her part-time job at a vet’s office when her car was T-boned in an intersection by a kid who’d gotten his driver’s license that afternoon, one of about six pertinent ironies. My mom hadn’t needed to work that day but had volunteered to fill in for the other receptionist, whose sister in Wyoming had been … in a car accident. My mom didn’t need to work at all. We had my dad’s pension, his life-insurance benefit, and gifts from the village and the benevolent fund, including my college scholarship. But Mom did need a way to divert herself from full-time hysteria over having lost in one day her first love and, if you will, her religion—which was me. I wasn’t dead, of course. But at first I wished aloud that I would die under anesthesia during yet another hideous patch job. Then I would always wake up and slowly realize that I was not in heaven but in a hospital room overlooking a bakery on Taylor Street, and I would be fury itself. I upended trays of food and tore up the pictures of me, taken when I was little, that my mother kept in her wallet. “Why am I alive?” I would ask Mom. “Why did I live through that to go through this?”

That was what my mom got—two years of sitting at the bedside of her ranting, melted child. At first I was out of school most of the time, and tutors, like my dad’s rookie Renee, who had studied to be an English teacher, helped me keep up. But why did I want to keep up? What was I going to do or be? I had been one of the cute girls in our small school. Everyone accepted that Marianne Modica and Jennet Liff would for sure grow up to beautiful. (They did.) But Tess Reagan, who died, and I might have turned out to be really pretty too. I knew this and I hated my mother for it, as I hated her for everything. It was the kind of nonchalant, dependable scorn that any ripped-off kid feels for the remaining parent, the one who isn’t sainted and can’t leave. My father was dead but still my hero and protector. I didn’t care that my mother knew it.

I actually once told my mother that I wished she had been the one who died. And though I wept and apologized, and she wept and forgave me, it was true. We both knew it.

She died not quite nine months later.

That should have obliterated me, and it would have, except for Marie.

A private jet owned by a rich boyfriend had whisked her across the country from a Utah ski holiday. Once she arrived in the ICU for the second time in two years, she pulled me close to her and said, “You’re like the patron saint of suffering.” When a surgeon came out to quietly explain to the gathered family—my grandparents, their brothers and sisters, and my aunt Christina, who is a Franciscan nun—that there was nothing more they could do, that my mother’s chest was crushed, I could not make my legs work to walk across the room and say goodbye to my mother. Marie stayed by my side even then, her adored big sister behind that drawn curtain. She did not leave Chicago, for business or pleasure, for the next three years. To adopt me, Marie gave up a job in the lofty six figures as an anchor on CBN News in New York, the rich boyfriend with the airplane, the beach house in Sagaponack—all in exchange for waking up every night to comfort a tremulous teenager who wouldn’t eat and had begun to wet the bed each time she dreamed that she saw tiny flames on every flat surface. “It’s not much,” she told me the night Mom died. “But I’ll never leave you.”

I had forgotten I was even holding the phone when Eliza said, “Sicily, are you there?”

“I am. I’m sorry. Just spaced out for a moment.”

“Do … do you think we could have coffee?”

“Well,” I said. “Sure, okay … why?”

“I’m a first-year resident at UIC. Not on the burn unit. At the Center for Reconstructive Surgery. I’m only a resident, studying to be a doctor, but—”

I giggled a little. “I know what a resident is. I’m a medical illustrator. And I have spent a fair amount of time in the hospital.”

“Of course. I know that. I’m going to be a reconstructive surgeon. And my mentor, Dr. Grigsby, pioneered full-face transplant surgery, well … years and years ago.”

“Does she have a new technique? Does she need illustrations?” I asked.

“No. No. I … She just moved here from London, actually, to head up a team at UIC. And I told her about you. I told her about your career. I told her about your … face.” Huh? I thought. Then Eliza said, “I was thinking you might be hoping for a face transplant.”

“A what?”

“A face transplant.”

“For me?”

“Well, yes.”

“I don’t need a face transplant.” I almost laughed again.

“That’s the thing,” Eliza said. “If you thought you needed to have a face—that is, a new face—you probably shouldn’t be considered. If you couldn’t work or have a social life, for example, with your face the way it is, you really shouldn’t be a candidate for a new one.”

I sat down on my bed, flummoxed. “Eliza, this sounds like Alice in Wonderland. Like, if you’re well read, you shouldn’t wear red … or whatever. This is very thoughtful, but you know how many surgeries I’ve already had? Why would I do this? Not to mention, I don’t have a million dollars or so sitting around.”

“Whatever your insurance didn’t cover, the hospital would. There’s a fund.”

“Eliza,” I said, suddenly eager to be asleep, oblivious. “It’s just really awkward. You might as well suggest I … hatch fertilized eggs from an alien. This is so not on my radar.”

“I’m sorry. This was probably inappropriate. You must think I’m trying to score success points with my boss. It is not that. It was something my husband said. When he was in college, he thought he might be a teacher. He helped with summer sports programs at Holy Angels. He graduated from there.”

“I played … uh, hoops, summer league.” I didn’t try to say “basketball.” I didn’t say “basketball” or any words that began with “B” or “P” if I could help it. Not having lips is a disadvantage with plosives. I’d avoided them for so long, I was virtually my own simultaneous translator.

“Right. Ben transferred to your school because there was too much attention at public school about him—but that doesn’t matter.”

Then I remembered where I’d heard the name Ben Cappadora: back when I was in first grade. He was the boy who was kidnapped and returned, whose parents once lived in Chester, where my parents had lived and where my Grandma and Grandpa Caruso still did. The Cappadoras were a sort of local legend, the unluckiest family around.

“Sure. Everyone knows about Ben. And his brother—didn’t he make a movie?”

“Vincent. My brother-in-law. Yes, He did. He won an Oscar. But it was only a documentary, not like, well, Star Wars. He’s a little famous.”

“But how does this involve me?”

“I think Dr. Grigsby will probably kill me, also, in doing this,” Eliza said, as though talking to herself. I was curious now. “Don’t be angry with me.”

“I’m not angry,” I said. “What did Ben say?”

“How cute you were, and really tough too. He said you played to win,” Eliza said. “Oh, dear. Dr. Grigsby seeks out patients who are tough. You have to be tough to go through this procedure.”

“Well,” I said. “I did always play to win, I guess. Maybe I still do. But I don’t think I want to take this opportunity from someone else who really—”

“I get it. So, maybe just the coffee will be good.”

“At UIC? Not a chance,” I said.

“We’ll go to Lotta Latte,” she said.

“Now you’ve got a deal.”

We parted with a promise to meet sometime. I wrote her home phone number on a piece of paper that I folded and tucked into a corner of the frame that held my mother’s photo, one of three framed pictures I kept by my bedside—her, my father, and my own eighth-grade graduation picture.

In my photo, I was sitting on a rough wooden bench, outdoors, wearing cuffed jeans, my arms circling one drawn-up knee. My lustrous hair, shiny as a horse chestnut and exactly that color—a replica of my mother’s—was drawn over one shoulder in a thick sheet. I recalled myself as a little girl, wearing a red taffeta skirt that spun out like the trumpet of a lily, at Grandma Coyne’s house for some occasion, and her taking my chin in one soft, floury hand as I pranced through the kitchen. She told me that I had my father’s face—not like that was a terrific thing. Along with dimples and some smashing cloudy eyes, Dad also had a chin the size of a quarry. Ta, Sicily, Grandma said. Ta, don’t you worry yourself. You’ll grow into that chin. Just that year, I finally had. The misty eyes inherited from my dad were set in high cheekbones, strong as a scaffolding, making that chin look not protruding but proud. I was playing flirt with the camera, gazing up from under abundant lashes, my smile both tolerant and mischievous, hinting at a knowingness I did not yet quite possess. An energy sprang from that picture—that of a girl who had begun to understand the joyous potential of her supple body and smooth skin.

I still had that hair. I styled it carefully and had two good inches trimmed twice a year. Mom had refused my demands to cut it all off. By the time my mother died, my many surgeries had left my face shaped roughly like the face of a snowman, if that snowman had been put together from bits of cheap plastic in slightly different colors. The strange contours had the effect of making it seem that I was wearing some kind of mask; this, in turn, had the effect of making my hair, which had escaped the fire with nothing but a frizzle here and there, look fake too, like a wig. It also itched like a hill of red ants whenever my hair touched the places where I was healing. Mom got it off my neck by plaiting it into a flat intricate braid she then looped up and pinned in a barrette. Half the time, I pulled it out, telling her I not only looked like a monster but a monster whose mother made her look like something that belonged in The Sound of Music.

I still had those eyes. They’d always been my best feature, and now they were my communication salvation. You’d be shocked by how much you telegraph with the tiniest smirk or pout. If you had to do it all with a wink or an eye roll, you’d increase your repertoire. I collected eye gestures from other people, like from the memory of poor, doomed Mr. Treadwell with his “twinkling.” Now the repertoire was so much a part of me that I must look like some B actor trying to get noticed in the crowd scene. Hey! I’m intelligent! Hey! I’m nice! Hey! That was a joke! Don’t be afraid of me! I fluttered my lashes so much I was surprised I couldn’t lift small weights with my eyelids.

I used my hands too, and not just the way all Italians do but for what I came to think of as DSL (Disfigured Sign Language, as opposed to American Sign Language). I kept my hands soft and impeccably groomed so that I could mime everything from opening a textbook to opening the gut for an appendectomy.

The esteem that normal people get for nickels and dimes cost me thousands of dollars in sweat and effort, and even then sometimes it was denied me. People fled from me, psychically and in fact. Your face is your defining impression on the world. My job was to contradict that impression every day of my life. To do that, you have to be willing to scream, vamp, and pantomime.

I could no longer close my eyes and instantly summon the splendid young girl’s face that once was mine. My own face, and my parents’ faces, had begun to slur away, like ink drawings dissolving under a spilled glass of water. I was becoming one of my distant memories.

After I hung up with Eliza, I slipped out of my dance clothes, showered, and pulled on a triple-XL UIC T-shirt that brushed my knees. Then I stowed my leather briefcase—holding my laptop and separate folders in which I’d placed the notes and sketches from each of that day’s appointments—in my office. My office was no more than an L-shaped niche under a northern skylight—two long banks of laminated ledge with generous decks of shelving above, arrayed with my two desktop computers, my pastels and ink pens, and my sketchbooks. But it was as immaculate as my personal space was a mess—even my pens gradated by shade, the rose next to the carmine, the claret deepening to the maroon. In my home life, because Aunt Marie spoiled me, I was a slob. The cleaner picked up after me.

The only personal space I would allow no one else to lay hands on was the little glass shelf in my bathroom, where my prosthetic nose reposed in its box. I loved my nose, which was truly a triumph of the anaplastologist’s art, down to the minute wires that simulated the tiny veins you have on your nose but never even really see. Wearing it with a thick pasting of the kind of glop makeup that burn victims use, I could, from a distance, appear almost ordinary.

Useful as it was, putting on my face (no pun intended) was always an effort.

It was not one I would make tonight.

I thought briefly of my last appointment that day—with a new client, Dr. Sajid Joshi. When I was ushered in to his office, he had made no attempt to acknowledge my presence, beyond the involuntary spasm of shock no one (no one) could suppress the first time they saw me. Potential clients were all acquaintances of acquaintances: People knew to expect a scarred face, and yet I was always worse than what they could allow themselves to imagine. A handsome man in his forties, Dr. Joshi was speaking on the phone, in Russian, with a British accent.

“Nyet, Nivilit cheyetah, Irina,” Dr. Joshi said. “Gravo prieta tu pona. Bloody hell, Irina.” Smiling, he covered the receiver and glanced at me. “Canceling appointments is one thing. Canceling a surgery when you need it is quite another.”

When he finally hung up but didn’t apologize, I still had to be more than civil to him. I knew I had to sort of groom him, the way that runts, from wolves to chimpanzees, have to fawn over the dominant members of the group. So I said pleasantly, “You used Russian.” I leaned over to place my digital tape recorder between us and checked the microphone. Dr. Joshi gazed frankly down the neckline of my sweater. He didn’t think I saw him do it, and so tenuous is the bridge of credibility between a disfigured person and a normal one—particularly a dominant male—that I dared not call him on it. Dr. Joshi was a hotshot, a future gold mine of projects. “You spoke Russian,” I said again.

“Why, yes.” Dr. Joshi preened. “I speak three languages.” And then he sniffed. If you ever sniff after you say something self-congratulatory, be aware that someone will notice it. It’s an involuntary reflex for conceited people, and I had to be a student of behavior to survive, reading everyone else’s glossary of expressions like a second language, although mine, to them, appeared blank—a pane of lead. Dr. Joshi said, “How is it that you understood?”

“I took a little in college. I just recognized a few words, that’s all.”

“You took Russian?” The surgeon couldn’t hide his bafflement.

If you are a sympathetic, aware, and kindly person who would swear up and down that you don’t judge people by their appearance, you still really do think, deep in the nucleus of your being, that someone with a deformity is dumber than you are (unless he’s Stephen Hawking). You’ll still do weird things unintentionally, like talking louder to someone who is perfectly competent but has cerebral palsy.

I had to prove all the time that the inside of my head was not as damaged as the outside. I expected it. Expecting it is not the same as accepting it, particularly if you got up that morning in a foul mood and the day went downhill from there.

I should have nodded politely. Instead, I saw him and raised him one. “I speak five languages. I minored in languages. Italian—my family speaks it a little, but I wanted to be fluent. Latin was required, of course, and I taught myself Spanish when I was in high school. I took Russian because the alphabet was a challenge. Like a game.” I could see from his expression how Dr. Joshi felt about having a young woman with a face as alluring as a catcher’s mitt try to best him, so I quickly added, “You speak it like a native.”

“I was a boy in Moscow,” said Dr. Joshi. “Then we lived in London, where I read at Oxford.” Another sniff. “My mother is Russian, a farmer’s daughter. My father was a Sikh, a surgeon like myself. Forbidden marriage. Much passion. Much quarreling. But five happy children. My mother has many grandchildren now.”

“That’s interesting,” I said. “Unusual. Let’s get started.”

“Of course,” Dr. Joshi said. “But … I would venture that it is you who is unusual in this work. You’re forced to meet people. Is that difficult for you, given …?”

“Given how I look?” I said. The guy was pure gall on a cracker. “It used to be. I do have to factor in that some people will believe things that aren’t true.”

“Such as?”

“That I’m kind of dim-witted and have no sex life,” I said, and then couldn’t believe I actually had.

My aunt Marie used to tell me that if it was socially acceptable to slug disabled people, I would have both eyes on the side of my head, like a painting on the wall of a tomb in Egypt.

Dr. Joshi was too dark-skinned to really blush, but he fumbled, dropping his laptop as he turned toward the projection screen. We both held our breath, but the unit was undamaged, and Dr. Joshi quickly—almost too quickly—marched through the succession of photos of the technique he had pioneered. The new procedure would allow surgeons to use a smaller cannula to implant genetically engineered cells into a herniated disc, making the repair a rather neat office procedure. This was only the first interview I would need. Later, I’d use my rough sketches to make finer sketches of the progressive steps I’d created from my own drawings and then with the drawing programs on one of my three Macs. My final sketches—the whole procedure minus the gore—were what a medical illustrator does. They would make plain and to scale, in the paper Dr. Joshi would present, what photographs could not show. I did drawings and even animations in the same way for professors to use in teaching. For lawyers, my drawings made injuries specific in court without causing jurors to throw up. As I sketched, though I was being careful, I also was thinking that when I got home I’d find a message blinking on my office phone, telling me that “Doctor” had decided to proceed another way. When I stood up to leave, however, to my shock and his credit, Dr. Joshi extended his hand. He said, “I’m sorry I offended you.”

I answered, God help me, “Dasvidaniya.”

Standing at the window before I climbed into bed, I studied the traffic out on Lake Shore Drive, the taillights and headlights strung in a curve like a necklace of bright amber beads. Next year, I thought, I won’t have to put myself through this. My life was going to change. Next year on this date, I would be a different person, putting someone else’s needs before my own. I would be truly grown up.

My phone brrrred and spun again. By the time I got to it, it had stopped.

The missed call was from Joey, my fiancé.

Yep, my fiancé.

I’d become engaged the previous fall to Joey LaVoy, the first kid I saw that day when I struggled to my knees in the snow still clutching my melted vinyl purse to my face. Joey and I would be married in August. Most people with a congenital deformity or a disability who thrive at all do end up with someone, but the someone is usually either another “special” person they met in rehab or is the kind of person who gets off a little on it. It was down to the way Marie had raised me that I was engaged to a bona fide hunk, who also was a firefighter like my dad, and in Chicago too, where only the best of the best worked.

My aunt was no psychologist. But she knew human types. She was a TV news chick. She could suss out the core of people like a hunting dog. A sassy, hyperactive flyweight, she reminded everyone of Audrey Hepburn, with her Peter Pan haircut and her short black dresses with tights and ballet flats. Marie’s appearance was as deceiving as mine.

Even now, well into her fifties (how well, she never revealed), my aunt was the kind of woman people thought of as “kittenish,” long after the age when a cat was a cat. In fact, not only was she no kitten, if she’d been a feline, she’d have been the kind with half of one ear torn, the kind that could bristle to twice its size in battle. You could ask anyone who’d been in Marie’s sights, ever so trustingly unaware before she pulled the trigger in an interview. Or you could ask me. I think no one knows Marie better than I do, not even her sisters or her parents or her (kind of many) lovers. When my aunt Marie said that she would never leave me, that night at the hospital, she meant it. And in return she demanded absolutely just about fifty percent more in everything. Giving me a pass would have been the worst thing she could have done, but there’s no instruction manual to tell you that. My aunt flew on instruments: You can’t be as good as; you have to be better than, Marie said. Over and over. Day and night. It was her litany.

The first thing she did was get me to survivor-type groups—not to learn coping techniques but to see what I could become if I didn’t choose to live life like it was a giant slalom. She was right. What I saw shocked me into fight mode. Mine might well have been that pitiable—but so much simpler—life, the twilight existence some girls endured, living on disability, sewing veils to wear to the mall, never driving, dancing, dating, or drinking. In burn groups and loss groups and body-image groups (I was good for any group), most people ran a continuum from depressed to suicidal. True, many of them adjusted, with time. Those who adjusted came to talk to those of us just starting down the road. Most were in the helping professions, counselors or nurses or teachers. Some were teachers because they embraced the common fallacy that children are gentler. In fact, normal children are ruthless little brutes, programmed to survive. Kids might be more honest, forgiving, and way, way cuter. But they’re also hand mirrors of the selves those people would have been. Most of the people who visited to inspire us were living what was still a middle life, not quite this or that.

Marie wouldn’t hear of that for me.

I was going to be the world-champion faceless person.

I had to do everything I could that normal girls did. I wanted to quit ballet after the fire, although I’d studied it since I was four. Nix. A year later, I was back at the barre. In junior year of high school, I was in a master dance class. Just before recital, several mothers of the other girls sent a discreet but firm note to the dance teacher, who made the big mistake of passing it on to Marie. While they entirely understood my situation, their daughters were unsettled by my appearance when they performed—ballet was intended to be an act of essential beauty. Marie’s response was to buy every seat in the recital hall, so no one but our family could attend.

Marie was right. But there were times when I just couldn’t do it: I balked at the threshold of the world. College interviews? Volunteer work? The harder she pushed, the harder I pushed back. There were times I was sure that the nonagenarian lady next door would stroke out from the sound of Marie and me screaming at each other. (Mrs. Rainflow finally did die—not because of us. But at the funeral, Marie made the heirs an offer for Mrs. Rainflow’s place, in order to knock out the wall and combine both apartments into two big studios linked by a massive kitchen and dining room.) Despite all her insistence that I make my own way in the world, without compromise, I know Marie really believed I would live at home but not quite at home, all my life. After all, I’d been given plenty of chances to attend conferences, juicy junkets, as part of my job. I’d even received two awards. But they were sent to me in the mail, because there was no way I would ever get on an airplane or even the el—planes sometimes burst into flames; the train gave off sparks when it braked. There was no way I would ever go up to a podium, in front of people, and let anyone snap a picture of me being handed some little bronzed statuette of a pen and a paintbrush.

And yet, probably surprised because I behaved as though I deserved my propers, people responded. I made friends beyond my tight high school circle (at Holy Angels, I got a kind of deferment as a fire survivor and a martyr’s daughter). When Joey and I met up again in college, after he got out of the military, he asked me out—asked me out, me alone, on a date, not as part of a congenial group. While we had always been friends, I figured Joe was a pervert or had suffered some odd genital injury in the military. Marie thought that was nonsense. Still, we started slowly, with Kit and me joining a group of friends we had in common with Joe, for a movie, then a cookout; I always found a spot to sit far from the barbecue grill. He was sensitive to me: He never did things like ask me out to a bar where people would be dancing. Our first real date was a late afternoon of Christmas shopping downtown, which I thought was awfully romantic. Our second was a winter picnic at the harbor. When we went out to dinner, it was to small places on the West Side, where people had known my family, not to swanky spots, where even haughty waiters had permission to stare. Joey became the leading wedge that opened a way for me into the world of summer tavern volleyball and vodka frost parties and … eventually everything. Still, the more comfortable I got, the more frightened I felt. When I confided, Marie urged me on.

“What if it doesn’t work out?” she said. “It’s not going to hurt less if you pretend you don’t care.”

Although I finally did let myself fall, ours would have been a very proper courtship even by eighteenth-century standards. Joe was awkward and I, nearly twenty-two by then, was still an exasperated virgin, although determined to correct that oversight. The lovemaking didn’t happen for two years. And when it happened, it was never our best thing, although our bodies were built for sex—me a dancer, him a gym rat. Our intimacy never approached the total abandon of self you were supposed to feel. But it was good enough. It was one C in a garden of A-pluses. We were pals. We had history and hopes. Joey sheltered me. Joey set me free. When I was with him, I forgot that I was supposed to be an untouchable. With Joey at my side, I was at least as good as.

So if Marie was the sun and Kit the ground on which I stood, Joey became my north star.

I knew tonight he’d want to take me out, to distract me with bad jokes and good wine. I knew I should go. Tomorrow at 7:00 a.m., Joey would start his forty-eight-hour shift. But it would be even harder on me to be sociable than it would to eat pasta politely. Despite my inability to smell, I’d trained my brain to let my tongue do what little tasting I could do. But I couldn’t train my mouth to act like a lady. And so I ate sparingly, and only when I needed to, a fact that drove my aunt Marie crazy, as she drank thimblesful of wine and worked out like a prizefighter to stay TV-lady skinny. Joey took an almost erotic pleasure in food, hence my working more hours and taking on new clients to help pay for the house with the fancy gourmet kitchen that we would buy one day. For Joey, I would even learn to cook. When I described the kneading and the thumbprint required for my grandma’s homemade gnocchi, Joey said, “I love it when you talk dirty.”

But even for sweet Joey, I wouldn’t go out tonight.

For one thing, my beloved seemed to have a genetic inability to be comfortable in public without his lifelong friends. When we were alone, we didn’t lack for things to say. In public, Joe liked people around, and I assumed it was to cover his own shyness. So Neal Polachek, Joey’s best friend, would most likely tag along or meet up with us at some point. If it wasn’t Neal, it would be Andy English or Adam Sawicki or Joey’s brother, Paul. I tried to like Paulie, who’d dated Kit for a few months, prompting my best friend, who always took new romance far, far too seriously, to rapturous speculation about our being sisters-in-law. Now Paul was dating Jane, a high school teacher and tennis coach who was exuberant and fun to be with. But since the engagement, Paulie and Jane seemed almost to avoid us—I never knew why—while Neal, a loner, for whom three weeks with a woman was an enduring relationship, was always available.

So when I called Joey back and his phone went over directly to voice mail, I did a quick little fouetté en tournant of victory.

Honey, I’m pooped, I thought, but what I said, since it was even harder to understand me on the telephone, was, “Honey, I’m worn out tonight. I’m going to sleep. I’ll come to the station tomorrow.” It wasn’t that I took Joe for granted: Having him was like being given a birthday present every day. I worried that I would let him down—that I was too self-centered for the patience and daily-ness of a married life. But there was nothing I wouldn’t master for Joe, for the life we would have, the house we would buy, the children—rowdy little girls, tender little boys.

I would bring something nice to the station tomorrow. Cannolis, maybe. I liked Joey’s fellow firefighters and felt almost more comfortable in a firehouse than anywhere else, since the days Kit and I used to ride bikes to my father’s station after school and eat Schmitty’s chili and corn bread. Joey’s crew knew who I was and who my father had been, and they treated me like an ordinary woman. They were cocky, yes. But the Rogers Park territory they worked was among the toughest and busiest in the whole city. Joey had his own right to a little swagger. But that wouldn’t have been Joey. He was always humble. Even when we were kids, he didn’t seem to know how cute he was, nearly girlish in his good looks. He had been my first crush, something I never told him.

I left the ringer on in case he called back. At least we could talk.

Instantly, the phone rang. A special ringtone: “Big Girls Don’t Cry.” I would always answer the phone for my aunt.

“Sweetheart,” Aunt Marie said. “Are you alone? Can I come over?”

“I’m having an orgy,” I said, stifling a yawn.

“Oh, good, then I won’t have to change.”

Marie knocked. She always knocked. Doors locked primly on either side of the big kitchen. But when I let her in, she threw aside any pretense of respecting my space and climbed up onto my bed like a girl ready for gossip. Tomorrow, Marie would leave for London with a camera crew, to await the birth of King William’s first child with the newly crowned Queen Katherine. The prince or princess would be the first baby in six generations born to a sitting English king. Instead of a deathwatch, she was going to a birthwatch.

“I never sleep before I go anywhere. Do you?” she said.

“I sleep beautifully. I never go anywhere,” I said. All those blasts and sparks. Not me. I hadn’t had candles on my birthday cake until I asked for them, when I turned twenty-one.

“Do you want to go to England with me? I can still make it happen.”

“I’m not a TV news chick, Auntie. I work for a living. I’ve put up with a whole university of long-winded lawyers and doctors this week.”

“Will you be okay?”

To tease my aunt, I made my eyes wide in a pantomime of fear.

“Sicily. Really! Come on!”

“I am. Really. Just. Tired,” I said. The anniversary swung softly, like a dark cloth, between us. “I had the weirdest phone call.” I told my aunt about Eliza Cappadora. Marie remembered interviewing Beth, Eliza’s mother-in-law, after Ben’s kidnapping—the mother’s strange presence of mind, despite the fact that she was literally dirty, her clothing smeared and wrinkled, her hair in oily strings, her manner robotic.

“She didn’t want to plead with the kidnapper,” Marie said. “In fact, she said whoever did this was a heartless bastard and that anyone who saw her son should grab him, even if it meant killing the person he was with,” Marie said.

“She was tough.”

“She was not. Beth was so fragile she was almost transparent. I asked her, ‘When did you eat?’ ” (This is Italian for “How are you?”) “And Beth said, ‘… Eat?’ Not like sarcasm; as though she really didn’t know what I meant. I felt horrible.”

“Something supersedes the nose for news.”

“Yes,” Marie said. “Many things do.” She gave me the look that made strong politicians want their mommies.

“Did you know them?”

“I knew Pat, her husband, a little, growing up. Your grandfather played Pedro in the backyard with Pat’s father, who started the restaurant—Angelo. Pat and Beth were a few years older than me.” Everyone was a few years older than my aunt. “Beth and her family were at your father’s—”

“I know. Eliza told me.”

“She was out on the sidewalk, taking pictures, for The New York Times or something. She’s a photographer. She said she felt lousy, having to do it. Just like I felt interviewing her, back in the day.”

My aunt turned and picked up the photo of my mother, in its brushed silver frame. We both studied it.

“How happy would Gia be? You getting married, your engagement party in a few weeks?”

“Happy,” I said. “But I wouldn’t be getting married except for you, Auntie.”

“Lachele LaVoy wouldn’t be too pleased to hear that. Her golden-haired boy had something to do with it, too.” Lachele was Joey’s mother. And she worshipped the ground her elder son walked on. When Joey brought up having kids—which he did, often, and sometimes around his mom—I got this weird feeling that Lachele thought they would look like me, like me now, not like I would have looked before the fire. At first it annoyed me. Then I found her discomfort a bit amusing.

I said to my aunt, “You shoved me out of the nest. That’s what good mothers do.”

“Well, thank you,” my aunt said, turning away so I couldn’t see her eyes filling, although I did. “That makes me feel … great. And also really disloyal to Gia.”

My mother’s hands smelled of the old-fashioned cologne called Joy, which Dad gave her every Christmas. Mom said it was “the costliest perfume on earth,” although that hadn’t been true since she was a child herself. Because I was a kid, and kids adapt or die, I adapted. My mother never toughened. The scent of Joy, faint on the few sweaters I kept bagged in plastic, was the scent of her suffering. Long before she died, she grew old young, sinking like a kite bobbing at sunset, rising a little less each time.

Who would I have been if my mother raised me?

Marie said, “She was five years older. But I used to have to beat up boys who stuck the end of her ponytail under the ketchup dispenser.”

“So that’s how you got good at beating people up,” I said. “You’re still trying to start fights. I watch your show when nothing else is on. All you do is provoke people.”

“That’s what they pay me for,” Marie said. Though she co-anchored the CBN News five nights a week, Marie Caruso was best known for Two at Ten, a scrappy Sunday-morning talk show that paired people like the founder of the Teeny Queenie Beauty Pageant with a spokeswoman for Mothers Against Sexualizing Kids. My aunt said then, “Gia was happy. Most people don’t get what they want in their lives, ever. She had a great deal of joy, for a short time. And a great deal of grief. But only for a short time too.” In the picture, my mother was pulling away from someone outside the frame of the snapshot, someone she was dancing with. At weddings—I remembered this—people would pull back into a circle to watch my parents dance with the captivating ease of people who’d more or less grown up in each other’s arms. In this picture, my mother’s black dress, with its plunging back, looked both innocent and sensual. After all those years, it was as though Gia’s hips were still in motion, and you could tell the effect that powerful sway would have on other people—probably because my mother would have been the last person in the football stadium to consider herself sexy. Marie said, “Christina and I, we gave up our dolls when we were ten or eleven. But Gia kept hers. All she wanted was to be a mommy.”

And she had never believed she would be.

My parents were still in love after twelve years of marriage, probably more so because they had given up, believing that they would always be each other’s only family. They were the melancholy, doting, perpetually young aunt and uncle to all the kids on their street, most of them South Side Irish, like my father and his parents and their parents.

Only by chance had my father’s best friend on the force, Pete Nicastro, taken him to the West Side for the Feast of Our Lady of Mount Carmel and introduced him to a cute little Italian girl named Marie. Only by chance, one night when he picked Marie up for a date, had Jamie met Marie’s older sister, named Giaconda after the lady in the painting with the secret smile. Marie was a good sport. Mom and Dad were married six months later. One spring, twelve years later, when Gia began to feel truly sick, they were frightened, not hopeful: It was impossible. And yet their prayers had somehow melted the merest edge of a celestial glacier and loosed a single crystalline drop. I got my name because they used money saved for a lavish, long trip to Italy for a down payment on a ranch house in the suburbs, a nice solid red brick. A rising star on the Chicago Fire Department, Dad jumped at a spot in Chester, for less money and far less adrenaline.

All for me.

All for a dozen years, give or take.

I said, “Auntie, I don’t really remember them.” I thought but didn’t say, It feels as though I was born to you.

Marie said, “Do you remember the year you ran hurdles?”

“I loved it. My ballet teacher had a fit.”

“I was visiting one time, and you won your race. All of a sudden Jamie said he thought you’d be a firefighter someday. He told me never to tell your mom. She would have had a fit too. So would I.”

“It’d be ironic,” I said. “Or something. You die doing what you dream of your kid doing. But Dad worked with guys who came back after getting some bad burns. Even facial burns.”

“They had to overcome the fear.”

“Joey is scared of fire. He loves it. But he’s scared.”

Marie replaced Gia’s photo. My mother was laughing, her thick hair, shiny as a horse chestnut, coming out of its pins and plaits, her bare back sumptuous as a cello, a straight spine rising from a narrow waist above womanly hips.

A lot of joy. For a very short time.

“You know why Eliza called?” I finally said.

“I forgot to ask!”

“She works for some doctor who did the first face transplant. She called to ask if I wanted a face transplant.”

My aunt looked down at her perfect nails. “What did you say?”

“Auntie! I said no. Of course!” There was a long, viscous thread of silence. “What did you think I said?”

“You never say what I think you’re going to say,” Marie told me, leaning over to kiss my eyes, as she had done for ten years. “I won’t wake you. I’ll say bye now.”

“God save the king,” I said. “And all.”

I fell back gratefully on my bed and tried to concentrate on the hum of the humidifier, the way you focus on a faraway sound when you’re restless. But sleep shimmered like a star out of reach. Kit would be awake but probably out with the latest in her interminable string of loser boyfriends—the one she’d invited (too early on) to visit her family at their house in Vermont. She would talk to me in the nuts way Kit always did when she wanted someone to believe that she was getting way too many phone calls. It was comical and almost worth it, although I didn’t like Alex any more than I’d liked Cam or Spencer or Ryan or Craig.

Instead, I dialed Joey again.

“Ah! See how it is when you try to do without me?” he said. “You’re a wreck.”

“No. Just can’t sleep.”

“Let me come over at least, Sis,” he said.

“No, I’d be bad company. I’m sleepy and crabby.”

“It’s nine-thirty!” Joe said. “How tired could you be?” I could hear the jeers over some televised sport in the background, as well as all the other unmistakable creaks and clinks of a bar.

“I worked a long day. For you, mister. To get a Sub-Zero refrigerator for the poor, brave civil servant I’m marrying. I had the weirdest conversation ever too. With this young surgeon who called me.”

“What?” Joey said. “Somebody called you about work on a Friday night?”

“No. Guess what she wanted.”

“Sicily, you know how bad I am at stuff like that. She’s getting engaged and she wanted you to draw her naked.” An acquaintance of my aunt’s had once asked me to draw a bust of … well, her bust, when she was facing cancer surgery, so that she could remember her body whole. Knowing what I did about the grief of mutilation, I did the drawing.

“She wanted me to meet her boss about having a face transplant.”

“Huh? You mean it? You’d consider that?”

“No, Joe. I wouldn’t consider that.” Why had he said this? Why had neither Joey nor my aunt dismissed this idea with appropriate scorn?

“Where would it come from?” Joey asked.

“A person who didn’t need it anymore, I guess, Joe. A dead person. An organ donor. I didn’t even think about that part.”

“You’ve had cadaver skin before.”

“An inch long. Not a whole face!” There was a strange sensation on the line, like the auditory equivalent of the way people glance up and to the left when they lie. “Joe? Would you want me to do this? You know, people have to take drugs forever after they have a face transplant. Drugs that can cause cancer. It’s not like a face-lift.” A cheer rose. Someone had obviously nailed a bull’s-eye on the electronic dart-board.

“Baby, I would never want you to consider doing anything you didn’t want to do.”

“So you would want me to consider it. That’s what you’re saying.”

“I never said anything like that, Sissy,” Joe told me. “Quit reading between the lines.”

“But you’re thinking it.”

Joey sighed. “I just want what you want.”

“I don’t want a face transplant.”

“So don’t have one. Would you look like you?” I knew enough about anatomy to say that I would probably look like me and like the donor too, but mostly like me. Joe said, “I remember when they first did them. They were pretty gross.”

“They’re not now. That doesn’t mean I should have a twenty-hour surgery so your mother can have photos of a church wedding, which I’m not having either.”

Joe sighed again.

I hung up on him. Later, I texted: I’m sorry. I love you.

I punched my pillow and slipped a satin mask over my eyes.

Then I got up.

Since the fire, I had come to love the darkness. If I didn’t love it for facile reasons you could unearth in any first-year psychology textbook—for invisibility, oblivion, all-cats-in-the-dark-are-gray—I loved it because, during the years of rehabilitation, sundown was my signal that the battle had ended for that day. For twelve hours there would be no stretching and prodding, no steeling myself to bear the singular discomfort, south of agony and north of pain, of the extenders inserted under my skin so that the scarring on my throat wouldn’t drag my chin down into a turtle tuck. Twelve hours of respite. In front of my full-length mirror, I pulled off my sleep mask and my nightshirt.

When I came inside earlier, I hadn’t pulled the shades. The aggregate glow from the tops of buildings and all those Christmas lights and the ever-present press of cars made the room noon-bright. I tipped the pier glass to put my face in shadow and tried to see myself as another would. I did have one hell of a body, made to show off. I shook my hair forward across my face and throat and stood still for a long interval. This is how Sicily at twenty-five should have looked. Sicily at twenty-five might have had a younger brother or two, gracefully aging parents, her choice of boyfriends.

I was an outpost from myself.

But I had so much more than most.

A life.

A love.

Even some ordinary people didn’t have so much.

Why would I risk that? A face transplant would remedy only one thing and come with its own universe of unforetold complications. It couldn’t bring my family back. It couldn’t even restore my stolen identity. I could look whole, but I would still be mauled inside. I reached up and touched my face. Suddenly I was ravenous for the dinner I’d ignored. I’d have eaten frozen pizza—still frozen. I thought, To have a mouth. To taste … a delicate cream sauce. A strawberry.

To taste a kiss.

You can remember smell but not taste. Try it.

I would end up forgetting the coffee date I made with Eliza, of course, after what was to have been my engagement party. It was two months after she called when I again picked up the tiny folded slip of paper with her cell-phone number.

That night, though, I closed the shades, slid into bed, and reached up to turn on my police-band scanner.

“Ninety-one, are you available? Proceed to one thirteen Dearborn Street: a two-story inhabited dwelling with fire visible on the roof …”

“Ladder Ninety-one en route.”

“Medic Eight, Engine Three. You have a call on North Union, possible Charley response. The cross street is Evelyn. The number is twenty-four North Union; a male subject bleeding freely from a gunshot wound …”

“Ladder Eleven is on the scene at a two-story uninhabited ordinary, three twenty-two Maywood Avenue. Nothing happening. Can you investigate?”

“Ladder Eleven, one of our good citizens driving by said they saw smoke at Maywood, cross street LeMoyne.”

“God bless ’em. There doesn’t seem to be a problem. We’re returning to quarters.”

I fell asleep under the patter of mayhem that still made me feel safe.




End of sample




    To search for additional titles please go to 

    
    http://search.overdrive.com.   


OEBPS/images/Mitc_9780679643968_epub_tp_r1.jpg
SECOND NATURE

A Love Story

JACQUELYN MITCHARD






OEBPS/images/Mitc_9780679643968_epub_cvi_r1.jpg
y BESTSELLING AUTHOR OF
The Deep End of the Ocean and No Time to Wave Goodbye

JACQUELYN
MITCHARD







OEBPS/images/Mitc_9780679643968_epub_cvt_r1.jpg
FCOND
ATURE







OEBPS/page-template.xpgt
 

   
    
		 
    
  
     
		 
		 
    

     
		 
    

     
		 
		 
    

     
		 
    

     
		 
		 
    

     
         
             
             
             
             
             
             
        
    

  

   
     
  





