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I found a seat next to him in the back row of the classroom; tall and skinny with short

curly brown hair, a smile that seemed to be suppressing a laugh. I immediately recognized him

from Jillian’s descriptions. As we watched people practicing their speeches at the front of the

room, the last speech and debate practice before holiday break, he nudged my shoulder, pointing

at my phone. Using charades, he motioned for me to unlock my phone, proceeding then to open

the Notes app. He typed something quick, smoothly passing the phone to me under the desk. I

read the one line: You’re Jillian’s sister, right?

Yeah.

And that’s how it all began. Over the next hour and a half, we passed the phone back and

forth in the back of the classroom, getting to know one another through quickly typed phrases

until he revealed the main reason he was talking to me.

How do I get Jillian to like me? There it was.

What do you mean? Jillian’s told me all about you. Oh, of course. He needed my help. I

knew that Jillian had already politely told him she wasn’t interested in a relationship after finding

out he had a crush on her, and she’d rather just be friends. But he obviously wasn’t giving up,

now resorting to talking to her sister in hopes of gaining special inside help.

What can I do to get Jillian to go out with me?

As practice came to a close, he ended the conversation with one more line.

What’s your number? I want to keep talking.

As I pulled out of the parking lot minutes later, a notification popped up on my phone. A

text message from Ben: Let’s play 8-Ball!



The next few days we texted nonstop, our conversations never-ending and natural. All

throughout the day, we went back and forth, either playing more 8-Ball games—which were

always followed by relentless teasing of the unfortunate loser—or learning about each other’s

lives. Late into the night we would talk, the screen of my phone glowing amidst the darkness, our

conversations lasting into the early hours of the morning until one of us fell asleep. We sent each

other songs, listening to them together, half communicating solely through song lyrics: The

Beatles, Billy Joel, Bright Eyes.

Talking to him made me happier than I had been in a long time. I found someone who I

felt truly understood me—someone I could, possibly, grow close to.

“You know,” my mom commented. “He’s going to start having feelings for you, not

Jillian. He texts you all the time.”

“No, he likes Jillian.” Looking down at my right hand bent in with four curled fingers, I

knew no one would choose me over Jillian. I tried to laugh the idea off, but only half-heartedly.

The more I talked to him, the more I liked him. He texted me songs, knowing I understood the

lyrics were about his hopeless crush on Jillian. I couldn’t help but be jealous, though, longing for

someone to hear those lyrics and think about me. But who would choose someone like me over

someone like Jillian?

- - -

I was thirteen when I first thought I knew what heartbreak felt like. My thirteen-year-old

self had fallen completely in love with my best friend; a skinny, dorky, blond-haired,

freckle-faced, Star Wars-obsessed theater geek. He was the boy I was going to marry one day.



After the opening night of a performance, a cast party always followed. I spent the entire

day leading up to the party praying my hardest that this boy would ask me to dance. Because, at

thirteen, that was the most rom-com-like gesture one could receive. But no rom-com moment

happened. When a slow song came on, I watched as girls and boys grabbed each other’s hands,

dancing together in perfect rhythm and an immediate urge to leave the dance floor seized my

stomach. I sat at an empty table alone, dirty plates scattered on the long table, watching as the

boy I loved danced with a perfect-looking girl. I wanted so badly to be that girl. But I couldn’t

dance to any slow song with a boy. I didn’t want any boy touching my hand—my different,

deformed hand—or awkwardly trying to find another way to dance with me so as to not have to

hold it.

That’s when I stopped believing in the possibility of love. Because what are the chances

of me meeting a guy who would see me, all parts of me, as truly beautiful? Who would choose

me over someone who looked completely normal?

- - -

But as Ben and I continued to talk, the more difficult it became to deny the fact that I was

falling for him. He became the first person I talked to in the morning and the last person I talked

to before falling asleep. Gradually, conversations turned further away from the subject of Jillian.

Over the holiday break, we introduced each other to our favorite binge-worthy shows, lounging

on our beds, laughing, and spoiling plots for each other. We took turns choosing movies to watch

together.

“Julia, have you seen The Sixth Sense?”

“No, I don’t watch horror movies.”

“Psh, it’s not scary at all!”



“No, I know it’s scary.” I Googled the movie. “Look, it’s described as ‘thriller/horror.’”

“Turn off the lights. You need to experience the brilliance of this movie fully.”

I laughed as I turned off the lights. “Ben! You can’t make me watch this movie,

especially not in the dark!”

“Shhh! It’s starting!”

Secretly happy to do anything if it meant we were spending time together—including

watching The Sixth Sense—I sat by him watching the movie. The room was pitch black except

for the light of the laptop, raindrops steadily beating the window from outside.

I felt Ben beside me, his steady breathing, the warmth of his body. I concentrated on

watching the movie, trying not to be too scared. But with every jump scare, my left hand shot up

to cover my eyes, my whole body turning away from the screen. Laughing uncontrollably, Ben

begged me to turn back to the screen, grabbing my hand to pull it away from my eyes, only to

hold it through the rest of the movie. I sneaked a look at his face, but he was focused on

watching the movie, a small smile on his face.

- - -

From the moment my parents learned that their soon-to-be-born child would have several

health complications, worry struck their world. Fear entangled their hearts as they talked with

countless doctors and watched my tiny body be rolled in and out of countless operations. My

parents knew that my road, compared to my siblings, would have far more mountains and

boulders in its path. My mom worried about how I would be treated by others. Would kids play

with me? How would I deal with the inevitable questioning? Doubting the hearts of the world,

my mom worried that my health complications and my different-looking hand would isolate me.



But my dad saw everything differently. He comforted my mom, insisting that the people I

let into my life would be good people. My differences will act as a filter, only keeping hold of

those who are genuinely kind and can see through the shallowness of the priorities upheld by

society. I’ll attract the best people.

- - -

I unlocked my phone to read Ben’s most recent text message.

So, are we gonna do this?

Was he referring to what I hoped he was referring to? My hands shaking, I texted back.

Gonna do what?

His text bubble popped up, the three dots bouncing for a while. Well, you’re going to be

leaving for college soon. If we start dating, are you just going to ditch me for some other guy

when you leave?

I left the kitchen and went to my room, shutting the door. Did I really want to do this? I

liked him, but I couldn’t help but be nervous, thoughts racing through my mind. What if it

doesn’t go well? I would lose him as a friend. What if he finds out he doesn’t really like me in

that kind of way? I texted him back, though, and told him we shouldn’t worry about me leaving

for college—we had months until that would happen. Who knew who we would be, or what

would be between us by the time August rolled around.

He texted back. You’re right. Let’s do this then.

The next months were some of the best. Texting me entertaining GIFs when he knew I

was bored in class. Nights spent driving around or sitting in abandoned parking lots, Elton John’s

“Tiny Dancer” playing in the background as he kissed me on a snowy, dark night. He spent

countless nights sending me songs that were perfect for blaring on the stereo while racing down



open roads and leaving everything behind—syncing our computers to watch movies together at

three in the morning, talking on the phone the entire time. For the first time in a while, I felt less

alone in the world. And it terrified me how much I liked him.

- - -

Over pizza at MacKenzie River after school, Jillian began laughing. “You should’ve seen

the funny meme that was made at debate practice today, Julia.” It was a photo of Ben with a

caption stating: When one sister won’t date you, so you date the other one.

I translated the message in my head. When the better sister won’t date you, so you settle

for the second-best. After being rejected by Jillian, Ben settled for the second-best of the two

sisters. I hated Ben in that moment. But I mainly hated myself for being so blind.

I’ve always known that I’m God’s rough draft. Jillian, His final draft, with two

normal-looking hands, curves in the right places, a functioning heart, a body clean of ugly scars

from spinal fusions and open heart surgeries. Jillian isn’t the one who has cried in fitting rooms

over the deformed shoulder that can’t be hidden in sleeveless shirts. She isn’t the one who has

felt naked in hospital gowns, screaming in pain as nurses remove chest tubes. Jillian isn’t the one

who has spent time curled over on the sides of hiking trails, retching and turning bluer by the

minute.

So yeah, I knew the meme was right. Ben had settled for the second-best when his first

choice wasn’t an option.

- - -

“I love how happy Ben makes you.” I sat at the kitchen table as my mom loaded the

dishwasher for the evening.

“Yeah,” I said, smiling.



“How well are you letting him know you, though? Have you told him everything?”

“Everything about what?”

“Julia, have you told him about all of your medical stuff? Does he know the real reason

why you’ve said no to every skiing invitation from him? Summer will be here before you know

it. Does he know you won’t be able to go on hikes or anything like that? Is he okay with

everything?”

No, he didn’t know any of that. I didn’t want to show him that part of me. Because that

would make him realize who he was really dating, and he would want out right away.

- - -

It was two in the morning and neither of us wanted to hang up the phone. “What’s your

story, Ben?”

“What do you mean?”

“I mean, what’s your story? What has your life been like, who are you as a person, what

do you want to do in life?” He went on to tell me everything—from where he was born, to his

family’s dynamics, his trips to Alaska with his dad who was a doctor, his hopes to be a

veterinarian. “Your turn, Julia.”

My mind raced for a moment. How much do I tell him? I heard Mom’s voice in my head,

asking me if I’d told him everything. Now was my chance. I began to tell him about the

complication with my heart, how I spent the first few years of my life in and out of the hospital.

Ben interrupted. “Yeah, I talked to my dad about you. VACTERL, right? That’s the health

condition you have.”

I pictured him talking with his dad about my medical problems, problems I was still

incredibly humiliated by, problems I worked tirelessly to hide. I felt anger heating up my blood.



But, on the other hand, I assured myself that Ben wasn’t trying to be insensitive or rude by

talking with his dad. I had no right to be angry. So I pushed it aside and focused on the

conversation—inhaling and exhaling to cool down.

We talked for a few more hours until neither of us could keep our eyes open  any longer.

“I really like you, Julia.”

My awkward self didn’t know what to say. “Cool.”

“Cool?! That’s how you respond?!”

“I know! I’m sorry! I’m so tired, Ben!” I laughed. “I really like you, too.”

- - -

Riding shotgun, Ben scrolled through his phone as we drove through town with no

destination in mind but simply not wanting to go home. “Oh Julia, I need to find this video that

one of my friends sent me today. I meant to show it to you earlier.”

It took him a second to find the video—a video by conservative and political

commentator, Michael Knowles, all about the celebrity, Lizzo. Four minutes of listening to a

white male criticize Lizzo’s use of the word “fatphobia” and her fight against society’s beauty

standards. The man’s voice filled my car, arguing that people should fight against Lizzo’s

movement and help educate people who think it’s okay to be overweight.

When the video ended, Ben looked at me and started laughing. “It’s ridiculous. It’s like

Lizzo wants people to celebrate that she’s fat.”

I stared blankly at Ben. My mom has always taught me to look out for red flags. Red

flags are little moments when interacting with people that scream “this isn’t good!” “I’m not

okay with this!” or “distance yourself!” And usually, when I have a red flag moment with

someone, I back up real fast, putting plenty of distance between myself and the person.



I didn’t know what to say. This was my first red flag moment with Ben. A big-ass,

firetruck-red, red flag. But for some reason, a reason I still can’t explain, I turned my head the

other way, ignoring the warning. I knew Ben had been raised in a family that had very

conservative beliefs. Maybe he was just blindly agreeing with his family’s political side, not

genuinely believing what was being argued. Or maybe he was just hungry or tired. I kept my

eyes on the road, laughed an empty laugh, and kept driving. But the rest of the day, I couldn’t

ignore the sinking feeling in my stomach. I prayed to God Ben didn’t really agree with that

video. I told myself there was no way he could be that judgmental about people and those who

look different. After all, he was dating me.

- - -

We looked up, sticking out our tongues to catch the massive, sparkling, soft flakes of

snow that fell so serenely from the night sky. The lights from the garage washed over his

driveway, a spotlight on the quiet, shimmering winter wonderland.

Ben was insistent on cleaning my car off completely. I couldn’t drive away until he

scraped all the snow off my car. We cleared off the windshield, throwing snowballs at each other,

laughing and hollering into the night.

“Text me right when you get home.”

I laughed, rolling my eyes and promising him that I would let him know right when I

pulled into my driveway. I drove home slowly and carefully, listening to the playlist we shared,

our favorite lyrics floating in the space surrounding me. The night was perfect.

I made it home. You don’t have to worry anymore.

Seconds later, my phone began ringing, his name appearing on the screen. I smiled as I

answered.



- - -

We sat in the parking lot of Krispy Kreme, eating donuts and listening to music. My

phone vibrated with a text message from a friend: Let’s play 8-Ball!

“Who’s Zach Hong?” Ben asked slightly defensively.

“Oh, just a friend. We have biology class together. Here, help me beat him in this game.”

While we listened to music and talked, I continued to play back and forth with Zach; my

competitive side determined to beat him at least once in the stupid game.

Ben leaned over to look at my phone. “Shouldn’t his avatar have yellow skin?” he joked.

I pretended to not have heard, trying to look focused on the game and somehow telling

myself that his comment had just been jealousy taking over and not really who Ben was as a

person. I didn’t call him out on the racist comment. Instead, I stayed silent, reminding myself

that he chose me.

- - -

“Okay, this is the official test for Ben,” my dad declared as we all settled into the living

room.

I sat next to Ben on the couch, as we set up the movie and my dad continued his grand

announcement. “Ben needs to watch this movie. It’ll be the official test.”

“Isn’t this the one with Hugh Jackman?” Ben asked.

“Yeah, it has Wolverine dancing and singing,” my mom joked.

My dad had chosen the movie: The Greatest Showman. One of his favorite movies. One

of mine, too. Besides Hugh Jackman being absolute perfection, the message of the story

resonates with me. The movie is a beautiful musical about the acceptance of all people regardless

of appearance. It’s the story of characters who have hidden in the shadows, shunned from society



solely because of their physical differences. The music blasted from the speakers, surging

through my veins, strengthening my entire body.

Yet, my mood quickly changed, deflating like a balloon that had been untied. In the

pivotal moment of the movie, the circus “freaks,” marched through the town, singing and

refusing to hide their differences in the shadows any longer. And it was at this point, during the

song lyrics I have repeatedly scribbled on notebooks and pieces of paper, Ben let out a laugh. A

small laugh, but a laugh nonetheless. A laugh that could only reveal his opinion of the movie and

the characters on the screen. Characters on the screen who were just like me. Characters with

whom I have more similarities than the majority of people I am surrounded by each day. With the

way I look, I could’ve just as easily been one of those “freaks” in the circus. And Ben had

laughed at the sight of them.

I drove him home after the movie. I didn’t feel like being in the car with him. I didn’t feel

like talking to him. For the first time since meeting him, not a single part of me wanted to be

around him. I knew he was joking, but maybe my dad was right—that movie was the test. That

was the test, and Ben hadn’t passed. As he leaned in to kiss me goodnight, his hand brushed my

right hand. I pulled my hand away quickly, feeling the sudden urge to cry. I just wanted him to

get out of my car. This was over.

I drove home in silence. The radio was a dead, silent, black screen. I felt the walls around

me rising once again.

- - -

I continued to cancel plans with Ben as I tried to find a way to break up with him.

“Is he just moving too quickly? Maybe you’re afraid of any form of intimacy?” my mom

suggested.



“No, Mom. I’m not afraid of intimacy!” I didn’t want to have to explain how I was

feeling. I didn’t want to tell my mom I felt uncomfortable around my boyfriend. That I didn’t

want my boyfriend touching my hand. That I wanted to break up with my boyfriend because he

laughed at a musical starring Hugh Jackman.

“Ben thinks you are so beautiful and yet he’s somehow made you feel miserable. I don’t

get it. Maybe you just aren’t ready to be with someone. Just blame it on yourself. Just tell Ben

that you need to work some stuff out in your own life before you can be in a relationship. He

hasn’t done anything wrong. He likes you so much. He treats you so well. Don’t be mean.”

- - -

And so I blamed it all on me. Over the phone, after a few days of dodging him in the halls

and ignoring text messages, I explained to Ben that I was too messed up to be in a relationship. I

told him I was going to need time to learn to love myself and learn to let other people into my

life.

I worked to hold in the tears and anger as he tried to convince me why we shouldn’t

break up. “When we went to the movie theater a few weeks ago, Julia, I noticed people staring.

But I can deal with people staring. I understand that’s part of being in a relationship with you.

We can just ignore it.”

He confirmed what I already knew. He would never truly understand. There was no “we”

in this situation. He was not the one being stared at all the time. He didn’t have the right to point

out that anyone I’m ever with will have to deal with people staring and then tell me how I should

be able to ignore the stares I receive in public and be okay.

And that wasn’t even the main problem here. I shared with him the challenges I’ve faced

in my life. Yet, he still made comments that were offensive to people who didn’t fit the standard



mold. Any of those comments could so easily have been about someone just like me. Making fun

of a celebrity with a physical deformity who is speaking out about acceptance and equality.

Questioning why my phone’s avatar doesn’t have a deformed hand. Laughing at those in a circus

with all varieties of physical differences. It didn’t matter if they weren’t directly about me. They

still stung. I couldn’t tell him to take back the comments he made, and I couldn’t unsee the red

flags and ignore the way I came to feel around him. It was so clear he would never understand.

- - -

The next week, Ben and I attempted to be friends, yet he continually texted Jillian about

the chances of me getting better mentally and wanting to date again. Jillian tried to get him to

move on, but she didn’t understand why I had broken up with him either. She just knew I was

upset and angry.

We sat at the kitchen table doing homework when Jillian’s phone began vibrating, Ben’s

name on the screen. She grabbed the phone, heading to her room for privacy, shutting and

locking the door.

I followed her down the hall and to the bedroom, pounding on the door. “Jillian, open the

door! What is he telling you?” No response, only muffled murmuring from the other side. I

banged, again and again, begging her to open the door. I finally gave up, sliding to the floor to

wait.

Eventually, she came out of the room. I jumped up. “What were you guys talking about?”

“I don’t think I should tell you.”

I demanded her to tell me, assuring her that there was no way she could make the

situation any worse.



She sighed. “Ben thinks he figured out why you broke up with him. I guess he’s been

Googling all of your medical problems and somehow has come to the conclusion that you are

physically unable to have sex and that’s why you dumped him. Because you were embarrassed

and didn’t want to tell him the truth.”

I didn’t know what to say. I felt completely and utterly disgusting. “Well,” I said quietly,

“you told him that wasn’t true, right?”

Jillian stammered. “I, well, I didn’t know if it was true or not. He was reading me this

article all about people with your condition. Please don’t tell him I told you about this! I

promised him I wouldn’t say anything to you.”

The anger I felt at that moment was stronger than any anger I had ever experienced. I felt

completely alone. Jillian hadn’t defended her own sister. My mom had spent the past week

telling me to be kind to some guy who apparently spent his free time Googling my medical

conditions, the parts of me that I still haven’t learned to accept. I was vulnerable with him; he

knew how humiliated I felt when talking about my medical history, and yet he was doing deep

dives on the internet like I was some unknown organism, an alien to be researched. He didn’t

even stop to think that maybe, just maybe, part of this was because of him. No, the answer had to

be found in my medical file.

- - -

“Please Julia, can we just talk?”

I looked at him. “That wasn’t okay what you told Jillian. And why did you expect her to

keep that from me? We’re sisters!” I took a deep breath, trying to control my temper while also

standing up for myself. “It’s not okay that you went and Googled my medical problems.”



I didn’t apologize. I didn’t feel like saying sorry. I left him standing there in the school

hallway, having said what I needed to say.

- - -

I was once told by a doctor that all accredited children’s hospitals must have a window in

every recovery room reserved for patients. There’s something inspiring about children’s

hospitals. Sad, but inspiring. The sunlight and colors in a children’s hospital, despite all of the

pain and heartache, are unlike any other medical facility.

Yet, with every day that passes spent staring out those hospital windows, the outside

world becomes more and more foreign. You can never see the outside world the same once

you’ve had to stare out of one of those windows. Problems of everyday life seem so minuscule

and shallow. Ignorant, thoughtless comments about people who are different hit like meteors.

And it’s harder and harder to find people who also understand what the world looks like through

that hospital glass. You can try to forget the view, detaching yourself from that part of your life.

Or you remember the view, own the scars and the differences, but become detached from the

world. Forget yourself, and maybe it’s easy to find your old place in the outside world. Or stay

true to yourself and keep hoping that, one day, you’ll find someone who has stared out a similar

window.

- - -

My anger stayed with me for months after that moment in the hallway. I spent many

nights writing furiously in my journal, taking my anger out on the pages. I drove to abandoned

parking lots and screamed in rage.



Why did I blame everything on myself? Why didn’t I say something in those red flag

moments? I’ve tried to find answers to these questions, to find a way to ease the regret that I

carry for never calling Ben out on his comments.

I never told Ben how much his comments about people like me stung. When with Ben, in

the moments when red flags emerged, I worked to forget the view from the window. I detached

myself from my scars and my differences, hoping to have a normal relationship. But through the

writing, the screaming, and the passing of time, I’ve grown to realize that I will never be able to

pretend to be someone I’m not. I should have called Ben out on his hurtful comments. I should

have used my voice, acknowledging and owning my differences without shame. And next time, I

will use my voice. But I also understand that even if I called him out, I would’ve still known how

he truly felt about people with differences. Those red flags were guiding posts, never meant to be

ignored.

For me, love is only going to work with someone who has stared out a similar window.

Like my thirteen-year-old self, I am still hesitant to believe in the possibility of finding that

person. I’ve come to realize, though, that I’d rather stay true to myself than silence parts of

myself to fit the outside world.


