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			Every year on my birthday, my mother tells the story of the day I was born.

			She tells it each year, in exactly the same way. Almost word for word.

			“You were born in darkness,” she says. She makes her voice low, like she’s the narrator in some movie. She was a theater major in college and has what my dad calls “a flair for the dramatic.”

			My mom went into labor before they could get to the hospital.

			“You were born in this kitchen right over there,” she says, “right in that spot, next to the sink.” She stands up and points at the floor. “I was pushing and pushing. And then,” she pauses. “The lights went out.”

			At this part she claps and makes her eyes wide.

			“Darkness!” she says again. “Your father went scrambling for a flashlight.” She opens the cabinet under the sink and pretends to search. “But before he could find one, you flew out of me and right into your father’s hands.”

			She says that my father put me on my mother’s chest. She reaches under the cabinet and pulls out a flashlight, switches it on. She aims it at us. My dad and I both blink. He rummaged under the kitchen cabinets and found a flashlight under the sink, she says. He shone the light over me, beaming it over my shoulders and behind my ribs.

			“I cried,” she says. She makes her eyes all watery. “And then I stopped.”

			She says that they held their breath then. She says that neither of them said anything for a very long time.

			She says that someone screamed. Maybe her, maybe my dad. They don’t know for sure.

			“That’s when we saw them,” she says. 
“Tiny triangles on your back. Dad reached
out and touched one with his fingertip.” She turns the flashlight off. “They moved when he touched them. Flapped.”

			Even though I’ve heard this story so many times, I wait for this. It’s my favorite part.

			“And then, whomp, thud!” my mom says. “Your father fell right on the floor. Passed out. Gone.”

			My mom laughs, and I do, too. My 
dad shakes his head. It is pretty funny to think of my dad sprawled out on the floor. Still, the back of my ribs twitch when we laugh at this part of the story. My dad passed out at the sight of those little triangles. I have to adjust the Contraption that I wear to stop the twitching.

			My dad doesn’t laugh at this part. He never does, no matter how many times my mother tells it.

			 In the middle of the table sits a huge chocolate cake that my mother made for me. Way too big for three people to eat. I could have had any color frosting I wanted, my mom said when she was baking, but I chose white. I wanted a plain cake. Not many things in my life are plain.

			“Go on, Ava,” my dad says. “Make your wish.”

			I am sixteen today. It’s a big birthday for most girls, I guess. I don’t really know for sure how most girls feel. For me it’s a huge birthday, the biggest one I’ve had yet. I’ve had lots of time to think about what to do once I turn sixteen.

			Still, I don’t know what to wish for.

			I close my eyes and try to picture myself with a smooth back, a body that’s plain and simple. Just like any other girl’s. I try to imagine what it would be like not to have to strap myself into the Contraption I wear every day, the one my father made for me. I try to imagine what it would be like not to have to wear baggy shirts. I try to imagine what it would be like not to hide part of myself every day.

			I close my eyes and blow out all the candles without wishing. My parents clap. My mom reaches over to kiss me on the nose. I sneeze. A big clump of feathers comes rushing out of my collar and lands next to the cake.

			“That must have been one heck of a wish,” my dad says.

			“I guess,” I say.

			I reach out to clear the feathers off the table. My mom touches my hand, shakes her head. I let the feathers sit there as she cuts the cake. Later, she’ll vacuum them up when I’m not around. She vacuums all the time because of the feathers that I shake loose when I’m home and don’t have to wear the Contraption.

			“Happy birthday, my perfect girl,” my mother says.

			It’s what she always calls me.

			

		

– 2 –

			In the morning I put on the Contraption, like I do every school day. On weekends when I have nowhere to go, I don’t wear it. On weekends when I’m home, I am free.

			Today I give myself even more time than I usually do to get ready. Today is a big day. My parents will be picking me up early for our appointment with Dr. Lang to talk about the Procedure.

			No one knew what those little triangles of skin and bone were, not at first. Not until Dr. Lang. He’s the specialist I’ve been seeing since right after I was born. He calls them vestigial appendages. I remember the first time I looked up those words online. It means things that we have in our bodies that we don’t have any use for. They’re things that can be removed, things that we can live without.

			No one called them wings until I sprouted my first feathers, around the time I turned two. Or, at least that’s what my mom tells me. I can’t remember back that far.

			At two, I became the girl with wings.

			It’s funny. I’ve been waiting for what seems like forever to turn sixteen. Now that I’m sixteen, I can make the Decision. I can have the wings removed, if I want to. I always thought that I’d know what to do, but now I’m not sure at all. Like, not even a little bit.

			Getting ready for school is kind of an ordeal. First, I have to slide my nightgown back to pull my wings out of the holes that my mom cuts in all of my nightgowns to keep my wings from cramping up at night. My nightgown is a couple of sizes too big, just like everything else that I wear. Once I get the nightgown off, I take the bedsheet and shake it until all of the feathers fall into the middle, and then I toss the feathers into the bin where I’m supposed to store them. Sometimes Dr. Lang examines the feathers at my appointments. What he’s checking for, I have no idea. There are some things I still don’t ask.

			Usually, the feathers are white, or a brownish gray, but today there are a few new colors. A deep purple, a bright blue. I peer in at them and shake the bin from side to side.

			After I get the nightgown off, I put on the Contraption. My dad doesn’t like that word. He calls it “the Device.” He designed my first Contraption for me when I was still in elementary school, after one of the custodians found a pile of feathers under my desk. Before then, I could usually stuff the feathers inside the pockets of the baggy hoodies I wore every day, even when it was eighty degrees at the end of June and all the other kids ran around in shorts and tank tops.

			It’s really more of a harness, with straps that fit over my shoulders like a backpack and a belt that loops around my waist. There’s a pouch at the bottom where the tips of my wings rest. The pouch catches most of the feathers that fall off during the day. But I like the word “Contraption.” It pulls the tendons and feathers in close, flattening them down against my back.

			The Contraption makes me feel safe. Secure. Even snug.

			Once I’ve got the Contraption on, I brush out my dark hair. I keep it really long, down to my waist. When I was little, I started growing my hair long because it would hide the bumps that made the backs of my tee shirts stick out. As I got older, my long hair wasn’t enough to hide them. I sit at the edge of the bed and braid my hair, twisting it end over end.

			Today I do a fishtail braid. When I think about the appointment after school and the Procedure, my wings start to twitch a little. This is something new that’s been happening, this twitching. Twitching and the blue and purple feathers.

			I grab my cellphone and write a text to myself: New stuff to tell Dr. Lang.

			When I look at my cellphone, I see that I’m running late. Again. The Contraption squeezes me as I run down the stairs.

			Just before I leave
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