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CHAPTER L
Bredkihs News-' M7 Spihe 1S Crooked

A+ ten years old, this was +he first +ime anyohe had
dc+ud||7/ said ‘H\e word “SCOLTOSTS” out loud to me.

But this story didn'+ ac+ud||7/ start when T was ten.
T+ started when T was four.

That was when doctors first noticed Some‘”niha sl; sh+|7/
off: a ?ossiHe curVe in r'\)/ back. After ﬂ'\d‘h T went in
eVery Si% mohﬂ\s for routine checkuvs. As |oh3 as ﬂ\e curve

s+a7/ed under 25 &esrees, +here was no of ficial Aiashosis.

T like +o ﬂ'\ihk of it like a video gome. M)/ sPihe hdd been
s|ow|7/ Uh|0Ckih3 new levels, but as lth as it didn + hit Level
25, there was no diagnosis.



|

Level 24

Level 247 Safe.

Level 257 GAME OVER Didshosis uhlocked.
And for years, T s+a7/ecl at Level 21,
T}\eh; COVID }\a\)\)ehec}.

Checku?s s+o‘>‘>ed. The world shut dowh. Time didn '+ Jus+

f ly, it blasted into outer space, came back with a tan, and
lef+ us missihs d\)\)Oih+meh+s lef+ and r'.SH" While we were
baking banana bread and ar guing over oile+ paper my spine
was Joihs its quiet lit+le evil dance.
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A year and o half (and about 3 missed doctors
appointments) later, we f inally went back +o the doctor.

ps you had asked me the Jay before +ha+ d\)\)oih+meh+
what the most {)orihs ﬂ\ihs in the world was, T would've
said doctor's Visits. The smell of hand sanitizer. The cr.‘hkly
paper on +he +able.

BORING.

N\

/[

(w.

O
= Al U
That Ady was not boring.

"Al.'ya," the doctor said, holding up my X-ray;

“YOU HAVE SCOLTOSTS”
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T bh’hke(} at the 3|owih3 \Dic+ure of my skeleton. M)/ sPihe
wash t strai s}ﬁ. T+ had decided to do the cha-cha instead
of s+ah5ih3 at attention.

"Scolio... \A/HAT?" I dsked.

“The S\m’he curves sidewcays. See? I‘f‘s shd\)ed more |i‘<e an S
than the straight vertical line it's meant to be.”

T +ilted my head. “So... my back is +r7/ih3 to s?ell +h‘h35?"

Arman, my_younhger brother, who was oh|7/ +here because
Mom {orced *\im ‘o {)e; burst out |dus¥\ih3.

“Your BACK can write the ALPHABET!
That's hilarious.”

Mom shot him her
EYEBROW-OF-DOOME

and turned back +o ‘H\e doctor.

“What does this mean? Ts i+ serious?”



“Y our spine is curreh+|7 at
for+7-+}\ree clesrees,"
‘H\e cloc+or sm'd.

FORTY-THREE

Mom sas?ec}. Dad stared in shock. And me?

T J'us+ stared at the number.

Arman, of course, mdde i+ worse.

“Does that mean Ah’ya's gohha turh into a PRETZEL?!

he shouted.

"ARMAN!“ Mom }\issed.

“Or a question mark!

Or a }\umdh S s}\d\)e.
Like SUPER ALTYA:

T"\e CurV
Wonder!"
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He H\ous}ﬁ i+ was hilarious.

T 4id NOT.

"A+ ﬂu’s de Sree," ﬂ\e doctor said carefu“y, “monitorin 39

isn t ehous}\ dh7/more.“
Mom s‘{ueeled my hand.

"\A/e‘re Soihs o heed to start

treatment.”

T swallowed.
"\AA\«H kihc‘ of TREATMENT?” Mom dske&.

The doctor looked JireC‘Hy at me this time.

"Aliya is-going to need to wear a BRACE."



CHAPTER 2 ¢
The Dd)/ EVeryﬂu'hs C\\dhsed fz

Back home, T tried to
process eVeryﬂ'\ihs.

Processihs; by +he way, involved
raidin 9 +he shack drawer and

“\iclihs in my room with Ldila/'

our “tr”)/ SoHeh retriever

|

‘H\oua}\ she weis}\s more ﬂ\dh a small e|e‘>}\dh+.

who thinks she's a la‘pdos eVen

“SCOLTOSTS” T said vt loud, &k

testing the word. @/ N/

\aNe e,

£,

“T+ sounds like a Harry Potter spell Like if T 7/e||ed fx
'SCOLTOSTS! my ehem/s back would twist into a F!
Pre+7—e|.” Fx

10 f!



Lajla |ic’<ed m7/ face, wh’c\'\ T decided meant s}\e dsreec}.

T ‘au“ed out my brand-new green notebook and wrote at
+he top of the first page’

ALIYA'S
ofeico
di(M‘\a of

| OO

Tf my spine was going to be DRAMATIC, T mis}rf as well

be drdmd‘Hc +oo.

Ve

T doodled a Pic*rure of m7/

s‘(e|e+oh, curVy s‘m'he dhc{

all, wearing sunglasses, Tf
my spine was going to be
curvy, at least T could make
it look cool.

{
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A+ dinner, Dad Cdswlly said,

‘T read +\»\a+ scoliosis sometimes means SURGERY.”

“No+ d|wa7/s," Mom cut in ﬁuick'y.
“The doctor said we'll start with
treatment. We just have to

take i+ ohe s+e‘> at a time.

Arman smirked.

"T*\e/re gonhnha turn 7/ou into a ROBOT,

Half human, half me+al.”

000
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EVeryohe |du3}\ec§.

T didn'+.

Thside, T was Ve‘h‘:faed
SURGERY? BRACES? A twisty, beh&y S\aahe?

This was not part of my +en- year= -old life \)‘dh

My \alah was to survive sc}xooL conVince Mom o let+ me se‘l' a
P}-\ohe, and teach Laila +o hi 3}‘-‘[ ive, not become ROBOT
ALIYA w[‘l“\ H’\e d“)"\d{)e‘f s?ihe.

“Can T still do PE.?" T asked ‘1uie+|7/.

Mom }nechﬂ'eJ. Ddc} o?eheJ his mouth, ‘H\eh shut it w%eh
Mom Sldred at "\im.

"\l\/e'" see," s}\e saic}.
Not+ eXdc+|7/ reassuring.

That ni 5¥\+, T wrote eVeryH\ih 9 down, angry and f unny

all a+ once. 11[ my/ S‘Dihe was Soihs 1o +ell a ermdﬁc s+or>/,
at least T could control the harration. And T made a quiet
Promise to s+a7 \Dosi‘h'Ve. Even if m7/ back wasn +.

13



CUAPTER 3
Mee'h'hg the Brace

Before going straight to bracing, my parents had

tried eVer7/+\\ih3 +)ne7 could 4o avoid it. 5ur3er7 was
terrif ying, and living inside a PLASTIC SHELL didn'+
sound much better. So we tried a C\~\iro‘>rac+or first. Four
early-morning drives a week, Dad buyihs gas-station hot
chocolate and singing o”-key Bo“ywood songs,) ohly +o
arrive at a clinic where the ad justments sounded like bubble
wrap on Black Friday.

T)nree mohﬂ\s later, we boﬂ\ khew it wasn + workihs.
“T don't think this is £e|‘>ih3, Ahya," Dad admit+ed one
morhih3 on +he drive home. T hodded, +r7/ih3 not Yo cry.

14
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T didn'+ want a brace. T didn'+ want sur 9ery- T Just
wanted my spine +o be NORMAL, but +hat's not how some

S\m‘hes work.
J / g h |*

So back +to +\'\e doc+or we went.

The second the doctor said the word brace,
my brain went full antasy mode. T pictured armor. TRON
MAN-level armor. T'd stomp into school with a me-tallc shine
and a 3|owih 9 chest \m’ece. Kids would wh’s?er, Whoa, Ah’}/a‘s
bas;ca||7/ part robot now. Td save the world sometime between

maﬂ\ dhd science.

That £ antasy was CRUSHED about five seconds later
when +he nurse wheeled in a white, ’oulky plastic torso
SHELL with ZERO glow and ZERO cool. T Tron Man's
suit was iconic, this ‘H’\ihs was its
awkward cousin who hever got invited
to parties. T+ looked SWEATY.
T+ looked STIFF. T+ looked

like i+ could double -
as TUPPERWARE. m

15



The first +ime ‘H\e)/ S‘h‘d\)‘)e& it on, T almost cried, not
because i+ hurt, but because i+ felt oVerw)ne|mih3 ina way

T didn't know how to e*\)hih. They wra‘)‘)ec} the \)|as+ic
around me and told me to “STAND TALL" and then
“SUCK TN,” which somehow made me feel even more self-
conscious. 1 he Velero ripped |ouc“7/ as ‘H\e)/ tightened it,
then tightened i+ again, pulling the straps until the plastic
hugged my ribs in a way that felt comple-tely foreign.

T)ney dJJus+ed \)dés, shif ted edses, c}\eckeé al; shmeh‘h and
ke\ﬁ dskihs, “How does that feel?”

T had no idea how it was SUPPosed to
feel, but i+ Jefihi+e|7/ DIDN'T feel 300&.

T+ pushed agains+ my ribs, made my
shirts puff out in weird places, and
bending or twisting felt like trying to
moVe inside a shell that wasn't made for

me 7/e+. :\:‘f WdSh"f \mih, more |£ke an

eyelas}\ stuck in your eye, cohs+ah+|>/
remihclihs you it's +here.

Pl el ol el ol ol el el ol el el ol el el el el el ol el el ol il b
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Mom said, “Youlll se‘f used +o it.”
Ddc} said, "THS IS Soihs to }\d\). We're Vroud of 7/00.“

T)ne nurse added some ‘H\)S; *\er Voice Seh*He" “Take i+ slow
at first. Wear i+ for a little while each day and sradua“y
build up. Kee‘) a hotebook of any spots +hat rub or hurt,

and we ll ad just them. And remember, your brace doesn +
dew[ihe you. YOU DO."

Arman dsked, “Can T draw rdcihs S‘h’i‘)es onh it so 7/ou look
ke « RACE CAR?"
“NOI" T yelleé.

N

s I
/

Csecre-rl)/, T ‘>ic+ured i+ Zoomihs around a racetrack wiﬂ\
flames \)dih‘fed on the sides)

1
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T was told 4o wear i+ TWENTY HOURS a Aay.

That meant school, dinner, brushing my teeth, ’oasically
eVeryﬂxihs eXce\)+ s\\owerihs. T}\ey told me T'd geta week
to ease into it, starting with a few hours and s|ow|7/ adding
more. Instead of f eeling more normal, eVery extra hour

mdde i+ worse.

A+ Nome, +hihss ‘{uickly +urned 'Fuhhy
G\aybe a bit tragic, ac+ua||7/).

Mom handed me my back?ack and said, “See if you cah walk
with it.” The $+ra\>s s|i\>\>ec} of f the edses of the brace,
and the weight nearly TOPPLED me backward. Arman
lau Shed so hard he SNORTED milk out of his nose.

T couldn't find o single comfortable position. TSLTID off
chairs. T CLUNKED when T tried to lie down. Carryihs
books felt like an instant WORKOUT. A+ least i+ was
summer, so L had a little time to get used to all of +his
before school started a gain.

18
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That ni SM, |7/ih3 awake and unable +o +wist or curl into

any comf ortable position.

Even Laila ste me a conf usec} |ook w}\eh T +riec} to CUJcNe
her: \/\/\\d‘l"s with the PLASTIC SHELL, human?

Then i+ hit me? +he brace was both a PRTSON and a new

hormal. W}\eﬂ\er T |i‘<eJ it or hot, T was soihs +to *\dVe +to

learn }\ow +o live ihside it.
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CHAPTER 4
Brdcih9 vs. School

The FIRST DAY of school was the real showdown: me,
my brace, and an entire MIDDLE SCHOOL {ull of kids
with s\\drP eyes and s}'\dr\)er mouths. T'd tried +o prepare,
wa|k.’h3 around the house with my bo\ck‘)ack, |U33ih3 a stack
of books, practicing sitting and standing, but nothing
could really prepare me for what it was ac+ud||7/ like.

T couldn't tie my shoes. Asdih.
EVery time T bent down, the brace
J“S into ry ribs, forcihs me back up
like a JACK-IN-THE-BOX,

Mom knelt down, tied them for me,
and said, “See? Easy-'"

T felt like a KINDERGARTNER.
B)/ the time T made it to the bus
stops my day already fel+ DOOMED,

Pl el ol el ol ol el el ol el el ol el el el el el ol el el ol il b
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On the bus, the brace squeaked against the Vihy‘ seat. A
boy in the row ahead twisted around and asked, snirkihs,
“Was that 7/00?"

_

"NoPe. The bus is just... HAUNTED," T said ‘}uicldy, cheeks
f lamin g, Riya, my best friend, tried to cover it with a fake

coush, but the damage was done. Kids started whisPerihs.
Some looked curious, like T was an EXOTTC ANTMAL a+

the Zoo, others looked amused, like T'd handed them free

entertainment for ‘Hne semester.

1

21



Lunch was worse. Carryih 9my +ra7 felt like balancin ga
circus act. T he brace forced me stiff and upri 3h+, so L
WADDLED +¥\rou3\\ +he cafeteria like a penguin carrying

soup. When T fihaNY sa+, the brace CREAKED &, |ouz“7/ i+
sounded like T was sit+in gona broken rockihs chair.

“What's that thing under your shirt?” one boy asked,

\)oih-h'hs wiﬂ\ Hs \).’7—7—4 crust. "1/+'s... a brace. For my back,"

T re‘ylied.

"Ohhh." he said, like T'd just admitted
T was from MARS, “Does it }\ur‘*?n

"‘\\oJr reduyln T lied. T\'\e +ru+¥\ was a
million small waves of pain every second, but there was no

time for a medical lecture at a lunch table.
“Can you FIGHT init? Like a ROBOT sui4?" another
kic} asked.

Laughter erupted, and T managed a weak smile, but inside T
was burhihs. Half the time T wished people wouldn'+ notice
me at all; the other half, T wished +)ne7/‘<{ understand
without me havihs to ex‘)|aih.

22
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Even Just swi+c\\ih3 classes was dif ficul+t. M7/ back?ack slid
dwkwarcﬂy against +he brace, straps sliﬂ)ih 9 books +i|+ih3.

B)f H\e +ime T 30+ +o Ehshsh T was swed+7/; red‘fdced;
and frustrated ehough +o throw my entire schedule in the
+rds\\.

T heeded *'\d‘). T\'\e brace md&e i+ almos+ im?ossiHe to behd
down 4o ‘yick up clro‘)?ed pencils or to twist around qhd srab

\J
A

suv?lies. As‘(ihs teachers for su‘)\aor+ felt
like S‘h'ckihs a_giant SPOTLTIGHT on

m yself 2
/ |

“Hi, yes, NOTICE ME! The 36r| with

+)ne brace w}\o can t eVen PiCk up )‘\er

'n
owh erasers-

So instead T s+a7/ed quiet and
fumbled ‘l‘\\rous\\ eVeryﬂxihs,
\)re+ehclih3 T was fine.

My stomach ‘(ho‘H’ec} ‘h’s}x‘l’er
eVery/ Perio&.
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Mom tried +o }\d\) with new bdc‘(Pdck s+7/|es, stretches, and
s+uc§7/ \)osi‘i'iohs. “You Jus+ have 4o s+d7/ POSTTTIVE!
she said, like positivity could masicaﬂy erase plastic ‘}‘33"“3
into my ribs. Arman suggested T add sound effects +o my

s‘{ueaks.

“Y ou could be like a HUMAN SOUNDBOARD;“ he said,

makihs cartoon hoises eVery time T sat dowh. Hilarious.

NOT, @\

Ohe hig}\‘f T ﬁha"y sha‘)‘;eA. ,//{ \\ é

‘STOPY @

T )/e“ed louder than T meant to. M7/ throat burned. “You
doh'+ se’r it! None of 7/ou Jo-' You Joh‘+ know what it's like
to wear +)m's H\ihs TWENTY HOURS a day’ To )nave

eVeryone staring, |au3}\ih3, askihs Juestions, treating me

ike T BROKEN! T can't do it anymare!”

TEARS came fast and hot. T s+om\)ed upstairs, slammed my
door, dh& cvr“ec‘ up on m7/ ’oed as muc\'\ as +)(\e brdce wouH le+
me. T he \)las-h'c dus into my ribs, even then. T+ felt like T
couldn'+ escape i, ke T was TRAPPED inside my own body.

24
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Mom s Voice cracked the silence. "Al;yd?“

She sat on the e&se of my bed
dhywa\y.

‘T sarry," she said ‘{uie’rly.

“You're ris}ﬁ. We don'+ know what i+
feels like. Not red“7/. And it's hard for us,
+o0, because we see you }\urﬁhs and we
don't know how to make i+ bet+ter.

We're +r76h3, eVen if we mess it 0‘7."

T sniff led, wanted to s+d7/ mad, but her cro\cked voice broke
me too. 5|ow|7/ T leaned against her shoulder, brace and all.

“Tt's just.. sohard,” T whispered.

T know, she said, kissihs +he +0\3 of m7/ head.

“But 7/ou‘re stronger +han you +hink. And we'll £i gure it
out +03e+\\er.n

25



Months later, the doctor said my curve had improved. The
brace was ac-hm"y workihs. For the first time in a while,
someﬂ\ihs inside me felt |63¥\+er. Not fixed, not \aerfect
but |i3h+er. The hours and bruises didn+ feel COM\>|e+e|7

‘Doih‘Hess.

The brace was s+ill there, but now i+ felt less like an enemy

and more like a +ool T was |edrhih3 +o live with.

26
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CHAPTER S
The Bad News

Just when T ﬂ\ous}ﬂ' T was 'Fihd")/ 'Fisurihs out the

brace, the universe \Du"ed a fast one.

We were back in Dr. Patel's of fice for a routine check vp)
}\oPihs for sooc} hews. Mom squeezed ry hand as we waited
for him to pull up my hew X-rays. T stared at the screen,
}\dh[“)r‘oud, half-terrified. T'd been so 3003, +weh+7 hours
a day, every sih3|e c}ay. That had 4o
pay of £, RIGHT?

Dr. Patel FROWNED, No+ +he kind
of frown 700 can mistake for concentration.

A BAD frown. M)/ stomach dr 0‘7‘764.

"\A/e||," \’\e started s|ow|7/, "+)ne
brace has hel‘yed stabilize ﬂ\ihss
for a while... but your curVe has

?roaressed. I+'s more SEVERE now.”

27



“WHAT?" M)/ Voice cracked.
"But T WORE i+! T 4id EVERYTHING you said!”

“T ‘(how you Jid," \\e Sdid seh-H)/. "Some‘Hmes, eVen wH'}\
?erfec-r com\)hahce, +he curve still worsens. A+ +his Po.‘h+...
sursery mdy be ﬂ\e nex+ s+e‘>."

SURGERY. The word rattled in my head like a H\uhc}ercla‘).

Mom stif fened beside me. Dac} rubbed his forehead. T Jus+... froze.

T +ried to Joke becavse that's what T do when T'm
sp’rah’hs. “So, what, you put rods in? Like metal ones?” My
Voice shook. “T mean, when T was little T was obsessed with
robots. T used to build Leso ohes and \)re+ehc§ ﬂ\ey were
my army. Maybe now Ll ac-h;d"y have robot par+s.”

T |du3¥\e&, but i+ came out choked and hollow.

T srdbbed +he ho+e\>dd from the counter and ske‘fc}\ed a
‘{m’ck doodle of myse” with a sth silver spine, 'h‘h)/ bol+s

and all. T+ wasn't £ unny. No+ really. But i+ was the ohly

way T could kee\a from bursh’hs into tears ris\\‘f there in
the of fice.

28
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Mom didn'+ |au3¥\. She blinked
‘{uic’dy, like s*\e mis}ﬁ' cr7/. Ddd

s‘{ueeled m7/ shoulder like he was
+r7/ih3 to kee\v me anchored.

Dr. Pa+tel nodded ca|m|7/. “We'l
90 oVer ﬂ'\e details. I‘f‘s not
immediate, we l sd-\edde and

prepare. For now, 7/ou can S+oP wedr‘ihs -H\e brace.”

STOP wearin g the brace. M/ heart JOLTED, T should've
been \-\avw, right? No more squeaks, no more bruises, no
more V'dS‘h'c ?riSOh. Ihs-fedd T felt a weird, hollow ache.
Su&deh|7 T wasn't sure who T was without it.

The next week felt surreal. For the first time in over
a year T could \)ick out clothes without ﬂ\ihkihs, “Will
this hide the brace?” A+ first i+ felt dmazing. T wore
my favorite fitted shirt +o school and ac+ua||7/ sat down
without a single creak. Peo‘>|e didn't stare. No wh‘s‘)ers.

No questions. T |ookeé... NORMAL

29



But then T'd catch myseh[
redd‘\ihs for the straps ot
his\'\‘h like my {3067’ ‘Forso+

the brace was gohe. Slee\) fel+
strange without i+ pressing
against me. T should've fel+
FREE; but instead T felt
untethered, HELPLESS even,
like +he ﬂ\ihs T'd hated for so
long had been the oh|7/ ﬂ\ihs

kee‘)ihs my. spine it check. Now i+ was gone, and all T could
‘H’\ihk about was wheﬂxer my back was S+dr+ih3 to curve
dsdih. T‘\ere was ho+)m'h3 T could do but lie +\'\ere and ‘\oPe
it diclh"t 3e+ Yoo much worse.

Mom tried 4o cheer me up with a grocery +ri\>. “You can
\)ick out all your favorite SNACKS,” she said, as if ch’\)s and
Oreos would fix my s?ihe. Arman shuck GUMMY \WORMS
into the cart when Mom wasn't looking, and T laughed so
hard my stomach hurt. For a few minutes we were just

a regular £ amily doing boring 5a+ur&a7 shopping. NO
BRACES. NO X-RAYS. No scary words like SURGERY,

30
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Later +hat week, my friend R.‘ya invited me to hang out at
her house. We sPrdw|eJ on her bedroom floor, Pdih'ﬁhs our
nails, watching dumb YouTube videos. She didn't ask about
My back. She didn'+ even mention the brace bein 9 gone. For
the first time in days T wasn't thinking about hospitals. T
was Just +\-\ihkih3 about how terrible heoh~green nail Polis\\
looked on my +humb.

A+ school \Deovle hoticed the brace was gonhe but didn't ask
much. T cavght myself walking conf ideh+|7 in the hallways,
testing out the new FREEDOM, At lunch a kid slid into
the seat next to me and said, “You look dif ferent. Like...
taller?” T |au3}\ed dw‘(wdrc“y, unsure what to say. Tf oh|7/
H\ey knew.

31



But at his}ﬁ +he FEAR always came back, T lay in bed
staring at the ceiling, thinking about what "SURGERY”
meant’ heedles, scars, r‘ecoVer}/, me-tal rods holdin gmy spine
straight. Would T stil be ME af+er? Or would T feel like
some STRANGER version of myseh[?

T \Du“ed ovt m7/ Jourhcﬂ and doodled dsdih. No+t robots ‘H\is
time, just me, me with a scar down my back, me s+ah4ih3 a

little taller, me surrounded 57 ?eoyle who didn't notice the

difference. Sometimes +he ske+c}\es made me feel BRAVER.

Sometimes ﬂ\ey mdde me CRY.
T wasn't sure what came nex+. Al T knew was +ha+

my story wash t ending with the brace. T+ was Just...
chahsihs. And that was TERRTFYTING,
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CHAPTER 6
Countdown +o O?erd‘h'oh Back Fix

5c)nedu|ih3 +)ne SUrserY felt dh[ficuH'. Pickihs a date wash +
Just about when the doctors were free, it was also about
me, my school, and making sure my life didn+ completely {all
d\)dr‘f. Af+ter a lot of back-and-forth, we decided on winter
break. Tha+t way, T'd miss Just one week of school before
break started in eighth grade. T'4 have two full weeks

1o recover at home, and the week T went back, eVeryohe
would be 3e++ih3 back from vacation, so i+ shouldn't be too
dif ficult +o ease back into class.

The weeks between the doctor’s visit and my scheduled
sursery felt like someone had \)ressed PAUSE on my life,
but also FAST-FORWARD on ry ahxie+7. T woke up
eVery de ﬂ\ihkihs about needles, metal rods, and the
|oh3 }\os‘)i+d| }\d"wd)/ that smelled like dh‘h'se‘rl’ic and old
carpeting. Laila s|e\>+ at the foot of my bed most ni 3)(\+s,
her warm body a comforting reminder that some +things
s+d7/ed the same.
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Mom and Dad tried their best to help, of fering advice:
“Pack your bag now, itl be easier later,” Mom said. "Make a
list of questions for the doctor,” Dad added. Their advice
felt like an echo in a room T couldn't hear. T wasn't mad at
'H\em/' T Just heeded space to feel my owh -Feelihss.

One af ternoon, my. parents su ggested T +alk to someone
who had Surgery like mine ﬂ'\roua}\ an orsdhild‘ﬂoh ‘H\ey‘d
found. T ROLLED my eyes at first.Did T red"7/ heed to
talk to a stranger about my back? T wasn'+ sure T wanted
anyohe seeing me ke that. But after a lit+le hagging, T
asreed, more Yo get them of f my. case than ah7+hih9 else.
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We me+ at a quiet caf &, somewhere Vu'olic but calm, with
soft+ music Play.’hs in the backsrouhd. Emily was already
there, sitting with a cup of hot chocolate, her back‘mck
leaning ca5ua||7/ against the chair. She was wearing a top
that showed a li+tle bit of her back and at first, T couldn't
stop staring at her scar. T+ ran down her back in a neat
line, but she carried it like it was nothing, like it didn'+t make
her WETRD or BROKEN, My chest +i 3)(\+ehe&.

She noticed me staring and gave a little |au3)n. “T+ looks
scary at first,” she said, “but it healed,

and now it's Just part of me.” Her
words were sim?|e, but the way she
said them, confident, easy, and

uha\)o|ose+ic, made me feel so

MUCH BETTER.
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Emi|7/ +old me about her own sur gery., how nervous she had
{)eeh, dhd }\ow she‘d worrie& s\'\e wouHh“i’ be dble to do all ‘H'\e
things she loved. She talked about the brace, the first days
at school, the awkward stares, and the fear that her spine
i SH curve again. But she also shared the f unhy stuff,
how she and her friends drew Smi‘ey faces on the brace, how
she made up si“y gdmes to kee\a herself distracted during
|°h3 appointments. She |du3¥\ed as she told me about i+, and
T |dus}\ed to00, eVen ﬂ'\ous}\ "'7 stomach s+ill felt +i3)n+.

B)/ the time we lef+, T realized someﬂ\ihs impor tant
md7/{>e surgery WOULDN'T erase me. Mdybe T could still be
me, brave and awkward and si||7/, and have a scar that told o
story of strength. Emily had been through the same fears
T had, and seeing her, not perfect, not fearless, just real,
made me feel like T would also come out on the other end of
all of +his.

The weeks |eac§ih3 up to sur gery felt like |-'Vih3 in a weird
in-between world. EVery appointment and test reminded me
someﬂ\ihs bi g was coming, but also gave me +ih>/ moments to
get used to the idea.

36

Pl el ol el ol ol el el ol el el ol el el el el el ol el el ol il b



D DD DD DD DD DD DD D DD DD D D -9 D D -9 -9

T had +o go.in for mu|+i\7|e
BLOOD draws before

sur gery. Each one made my
stomach twist in knots. T
keﬁ' imagihing the blood
|edVih3 my }Dody, like i+ mish‘f
escape for 300& instead

of staying inside me. The

+}\ou3¥\+ of ANESTHESTA
and heedihs my blood 4o ’(ee‘y

ﬂowihs Jurihs surser)/ made
my )nedr+ Pouhc} ina Ver)/

real way.

T}\erdvy )\d‘)ed, +oo. At first, T didn'+ want o 90-
Sitting in a room and talking about my spine felt awkward,
like T should Jus+ deal with i+ on my owh. 1+ reminded me
of how T'd rolled my eyes when my parents su ggested T
meet Emﬂy. But once T started,

Q/Y\mﬂ/ _ T realized i+ was ac+ud||7/ rea"y
lealihv HELPFUL,

iR
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My ﬂ\erd\)isi' gave me a SATE SPACE +o say the

things T was oo scared +o say out loud, things like how
TERRIFTIED T was of rods and screws, how the idea of
beihs under anesthesia made me freak out, and how even
small \'\oS\)i+a| Procedures fel+ oVerw)(\e|mih3. Some sessions
ended with tears, some with |du3}\+er‘ at +he weird }\os?i‘hﬂ
\)dm?He'fs or fuhhy exercises she gave me. She +du3¥\+ me

ways to breathe +hrou3h ‘)dhic and ‘H\ihk about each s+e\>
as SOrv\e‘H\ihs T CcOULD hdhc“e.

T+ didn't+ make M)/ fears clisd\)\ndr, but i+ *\e|‘>ed. T started
feeling a li+tle more in control about my sitvation, a lit4le
more confident, and reminded that being scared didn't mean
T was weak, Just that T was human.

T}xahkssiv.'h 3 break came, and my f dmﬂ)/ SUrPrised me with a
trip to Orlando. Roller coasters had a|wa7/s been my +Hh3.

T£ T could survive a 100-fo0t
clro?; mdybe I couH survive
Sursery to0, ris\ﬁ?
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We sPeh‘f +hree whole Jd)/s at the \)drks. The |ooPs,
+he twistin 39 tracks, the free-fall dro\)s, T screamed
and ldus}\ed until my cheeks hurt. T even dared the

rides +hat wen+ uvside down, sri\)?ihs +he sm[e-fy bar so
hard "'7' knuckles turned white. Each ride reminded me of
FREEDOM and my ’ood/s stren 3+¥\.

Dun’ha the trip, T got a quiet moment on the beach with
Arman. After building sandcastles and ,Duryih g each other's
feet, he looked at me Serious|7/ and said, "Aliya, T know

it's not fair, but YOU'RE AMAZTING. You've handled
way more than anyone should have 4o.” His words, delivered
without teasing, made my chest feel full. T realized he rea“y

uhc}er‘sﬁ'ood me in Hs owh lit+le broﬂwer‘ wd7/.
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Back home, school life continved. T moved class to class,

sat a+ lunch with my friends, and endured awkward s+ares
when people realized the brace was gohe but my sur gery
was coming. Some students asked questions, awkward but
sehuihdy curious, others w}nisyered, and a few made teasing
comments. T+ s+uh3, but humor became ry shield. T |du9}\ec{

d|oh3 when T could, sometimes s‘{ued‘(ihs Jokes about My hew

“METAL ADVENTURE"

The Adys |eddih3 up to surgery became a mix of \Dre‘)drd‘h'oh
and distraction. T s}no\)\ved for comfortable clothes for
reCOVery, Jo‘(ed with Arman, and doodled roller-coaster
tracks in my Journal, imagining my spine followihs every
twist sd\\[d)/. Laila never lef+ My side, sometimes resting her

head on my |a\> while T drew.
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T started a list of +\~u’hss T wanted to do before 5ur3er7-'
have a sleepover with Ri)/a, eat my favorite d\ocolﬁe-chi‘)
cookies, read a new book, and ?“’7 fetch with Laila until

she colla\;sec} n a }\a\;\yy }xea\:. Each small vic+or>/ fel+ like a
+rium\>}\ over the worry +ha+ cohs+dh+|7 loomed.

Some hish-fs ANXTETY crev+ in. T |a7/
awo\ke, s+ar.’h3 at ﬂ\e ceih’hs,

stPerihs questions into +he
darkness: “Will i+ hor+? Will T be
taller? Will T be able +o ride roller
coasters again?” Each time T pictured

)
Emi|7/ S scar, remihéihg me it CouH

all be OKAY.

By +he week of sur gery T wasn't fearless, but T was
READY. T *\dd roller coasters in m)/ }\eo\r'h Lajla at m)/
side, and the knowledge that even if my. Spine changed, T
wouldn't lose myself . T£ T could survive wearin g a brace,
awkward stares, family fi 3\’\+S, and s‘{uedky Plash’c prisons,
T could survive this +oo.
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The night before surgery T lay in bed and realized
someﬂu‘hs incredible. For the first time in months T
wasn 't reaching for a brace to feel safe. T found PEACE
within myseh[/‘ my.spihe might change, but T was staying
exac-H)/ the same.
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CHAPTER /
Sursery Day

The morning of sur gery, T was Very NERVOUS, Mom and
Dad tried to make it feel normal, Jokihs about breakfast
and little routines, but T could see the worry on +heir
faces. Laila nudged my slippers, sensing my herVes. T
h"SSed my Minnhie Mouse stuffed animal +i3}\+|7/, feeh'hs its
familiar weis}\'h +r7/ih3 +o hold onto home before s+e\>‘>ih3
into the unknown. T tried to channel the calmness T had
found the hia}ﬁ' @hc} weeks) before.

The }'\os?i‘fcﬂ smelled +he same as d|wa>/s, sterile but strange,
with a hint of food from the cafeteria. I—-Iallways stretched
ehd|ess|7/, Poh’s}xed and echoihs with 1[oo+s+e‘)s. O‘H\er kids
waited <{uie+|7/, some staring at walls, some slueé +o screens,
all of us *\oHihs onto invisible battles. T+ was a mix of
anxiety and calm that made
+he \place feel alive and forei gn

at ‘H\e same time.
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T changed into my \\osvi+a| gowh, with s+re+d\7/ fabric and
an open back that lef+ me uncomf or+dbly e%\)osed.

M)/ blood pressure was a lit+le Hsh, as
expected. T +ried to distract myseh[ 67/
staring at the ceiling i SHS and counting
patterns, but i+ was hard o forget

w\\y T was there. Mom w\\is?ered

encouragement, Dad +ried a small J’oke, and
the dd}' feel heavier.

The dhes+)(\esio|osis+ came {37 +o chat, dskihs about flavors
T liked, chocolate, vanill, s+rdwberr7/. T+ seemed f uhhy at
first, like a random question in a room that felt dh)/ﬂ\ihs

but random. T made a small joke about forgiving the TV if
T got chocolate, and for

a moment T laughed. That tiny
Iaus}\ felt like a vic+or7/ against
fear, a reminder that T was still
me, not Just a patient.
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When the doctor came to wheel me into the oPerd*h'hs
room, Mom hu ssed him and star+ed cryihs. 5eeih3 someohe
T +rusted, someone T +hou3h+ was unshakable, break like
that was almost scarier than +he surgery itself. His calm
words, ‘T4 all be fine,” he‘?ec}; but +he tears reminded me
that fear was normal. T nodded, \-\oHihs back my_owh tears,
c|u+c\\ih3 Minnie Mouse as we moved down the *\auway. The
\)olis}\eé floor reflected +he |53§'\+s, streaks of }'\oPe suidihs

me forwo\rcl.

The operating room had bright lights, humming machines,
mohitors blinkin 3 s+ea&.‘l7, and nurses moVing like a
coordinated dance. T whispered a_joke about being a “living
s‘)ihe exhibit,” and one of the nurses smiled. That smile was
a tiny lifeline, a reminder that T was stil present, stil
mysem even in the middle of chaos.
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T focused on what the dhes+\’\esio|osis+ said: PiCk sameﬂ'\ihs
comforting to think about. T thought about Laila, and
squeezed my eyes shut ‘h'gh‘i’ly, +r7ih3 Yo picture her
c|ear|7. Laila distracted me until the anesthesia +ook over.

T"\7/ las+ +)nou3)n+s were ragments of LOVE and
CONNECTTON, Mom's hand, Dad's nod, Arman's *‘“3’
Laila's sof+ fur, Minnie Mouse ‘)ressed to m7/ chest. T
reminded myseh[ that evenas T changed ?hys.‘caﬂy, T would
carry the core of myseh[ into recoVery-' scared, resilient,
and loved.
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CHAPTER 8
Hospital Recover
PoPside‘; T}xera‘py goss,
and fihdihs m7/se|1[

The first few hours after Sur gery were a blur of lights,
machines, and aroggy awakenings. T remember slowly
waking ups my chest feeling heav7, my back sore, and a
Povside in m7/ hand. The nurses were kind, cahs+dh+|>/
checking my Vitals, ad justing blankets, and explaining what
was }\d?PehihS. But every time T fell ds|ee\>) someone came
back in, blood pressure checks, TV ad justments, routine
Visits. T tried to rest in short bursts, but the constant
interruptions made me a little grumpy- S+ill, +)ne7/ were
gentle and reassuring, smiing and joking

as +\'\e7 }\d\)ed me thisdJre

something that felt A
[

com\ale‘rely unf amiliar.



T+ didn't take long for me to realize how much T couldn't
do on m7/ own. M7/ mom had to }\dP me 3e+ vp Jus+ to 90

+o +he bathroom, and even ‘H'\oush T knew T needed i+, T
hated it. M)/ ihcle?ehdehce fel+ +rd‘>‘>ecl behind +he soreness
in my back and the stif fness in my boéy. EVery small
moVement reminded me how FRAGTILE T was, and T didn't
like +hat f eeling at all. T also couldn'+ see Arman durin 3

my hospital stay, and +hinking about him a+ home, bulding
Legos and laughing at cartoons, made my chest ache. Laila
wash + allowed in either, which made eVeryﬂxihs feel even
em\:ﬁer. So wheh a H\era\;y
JOS came into My room, T
}wssed it like it was her.
T+ was a little si"y anhd a
li+tle sad, but it gave me a
sense of comfort T didn't

realize T needed.
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The first time T had o walk was TERRTFYING, My
|ess felt wob{>|7/, ry back screamed with eVery s+e\>, and
+he }\d“way stretched ehd|ess|7 in front of me. Nurses held
my. arms and guided me to a chair just a few feet away,
but even that felt like miles. The next dd}/, ‘H\ey made me
walk again, this time farther, even up o small set of stairs.
EVer>/ inch felt MOMUMENTAL, and sucHeh|7/ +he world
outside my \\osPi‘hﬂ bed felt }wse and dif ficult. On +0\> of
that, the food was bland and uhappetizing, and eating
felt like a chore. The ohly H\ihs T could ac+ud||7/ en Joy
were the kettle-cooked potato CH\DS my dad brousk‘f from
the cafeteria, which somehow became Y ‘h'h)/ lifeline +o
NORMALCY.

49



N; ghts were the hardest. My bod}' ached cohs+ah+|7, and
the frequent checks made i+ hearl)/ im\)ossi’ole to sleep for
long. My mom s+d7/ed by my side the entire time, insisting
she would be there if T needed ahyﬂxihs. Her presence

was comfor-h'hs, but also a lit+le frus+ra+.'h3. T wanted 1o
prove +hat T could do +\\ihss on my owh, but my boc}y ke‘>+
reminding me that T wasn't ready yet. Visitors came in and
out, bringing flowers, cards, and small conversations tha+
made ﬂ\e sterile }\os‘m"hﬂ room feel warmer. Slow|7/, +¥\d+

room became more ﬂ'\dh JUS‘f a

‘)|ace of pain - it became a space filled Y ~p N
with progress, frustration, 50\7\70"+' | o ‘
and +he besihhihs of }\edhhs- ‘\o N

By the time T lef+ the hospitd, .
T fel+ EXHATSTED byt also s|i3)n+|7/
TRTIUMPHANT. The car ride home was uncomfortable,
every bump in the road sending small jolts through my. Spine
as T |a7 \proP\)ed up with Pi“ows. But when we Pu"ed into
the AriVeway, someﬂ\ihs shifted. Laila ran to the car, her
tail wagging uhCOh+r‘o||d{>|7/, and the moment she climbed

in hext to me, L felt a wave of relief. T wasn't alone
dhymore.

50

Pl el ol el ol ol el el ol el el ol el el el el el ol el el ol il b



1

Beihs home was com1[or+ih3, but it also came with its

owh c)na“ehses. M)/ mom insisted onh s|ee\>ih3 in the same
room as me for the first few hish‘fs, }\d\)ihs me get Yo
the bathroom, brihsihg me water, and c}\eckihg on me
constantly. T hated how dependent T felt—not because
of her, but becavse T couldn't do those +hin gs mysew. The
first few ddys were es?ecidﬂy dif ficult. Every moVement
hurt more than T eXPeC‘fe&) and even same‘l'}\ihs as sim?|e as
cous)nihs or |du3\\ih3 felt like my s?ihe was remih&ihs me of
what it had just been through. Sleep was still interrupted,
but now it was because of pain instead of nurses, and T

found myseh[ wis}\ihs for Just one £l his}ﬁ' of rest.

Ea+ih3 continved to be a c}\allehse.
The kettle-cooked c}-\i\;s remained

m)/ comfort food,
but s|ow|7/ T started
+r7/ih3 small bites of other

'H\ihss; Sim‘)|e {oods; small ‘>or+iohs; Q

lit+le Victories each +ime. Cj
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The first week, T spent mos+ of my time in bed,
frustrated by how limited T was. But sradually, small
Victories began to appear. T could roll over with less pain,
~stand with }\e|‘>, and eVeh+uo\||7 +ake a few
Q %@K\jﬂduj@ s+e\>s on my owh. Each of those moments
\&U\\Q\k fel+ )nuge B}/ the second week, T started
A \VQ \UM\O |eav|h3 my room more, sitting in the
living room with my famdy, eating a little
more, and wal‘(.hg a little farther each day The
progress wash + dramatic, but i+ was real, and for the first
+time, T could feel myself 9e++ih3 s+roh3er PHYSTCALLY
and MENTALLY,

Returning to school was another step forward, even
‘H\ous\‘\ it was slow. T started with half days, carefu"y
walkin 9 throu 9*‘ +he hallways, aVoiJihs heaVV back‘)acks,
and relyih g-on friends +o help with notes. At first, T was
NERVOUS about how people would react, about the scar,
the attention, the questions, but it wasn'+ as bad as T had
imagined. T"\y friends joked with me, talked to me hormauy,
and made me feel like myself again. That's when T began +o
realize +hat my ideh+i+7 wash + defined by my scar, but by
how T chose to handle eVer7+\'\ih3 that came af ter it.
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When the 8+h- srade dance star+ted getting closer, T
didn'+ think T would 0. The idea of standin 9 dancin 9 and
beihs surrounded ’D)f ?eovle fel+ OVERWHELMING.

But with Riya‘s encouragement, T decided o +r7/. We
picked out a "recovery-f r.'ehc“y" outfit, curled my hair,
and did my mdkeu‘)) and even getting ready felt like an
acwmvhs}\meht When T looked in the mirror, T felt
someﬂu’hs T Nadn't felt in weeks, it was confidence. The
scar was still there, but i+ didn't feel like something T
needed +o hide dhymore. T+ felt like 50me+¥\ih3 T had
SURVTIVED,
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That night, T walked into the dance slowly, leaning on a
friend. At first, eVeryﬂxihs felt oVerw"\dmihs, the |i3¥\+s,
the music, the crowd but as T stood there, someﬂ'\ihs

shif +ed. T felt PROWD. T had gone +\'\"°"3"\ Surgery,
learned how to walk again, and pushed through pain and
fear o 3e+ to that moment. And now, T was there,

laughing, smiling, and living. For the first time since
sursery, T felt fu"y PRESENT.
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Th the weeks that followed, progress continved in small
but meaningful ways. T walked farther, ate more, and even
started lau shihs at the little setbacks, like a sl SM' trip or
a random twinge of pain. Laila and Arman s+a7ed by my side
through it all S|ow|7l; life began to feel famliar again, but

not in ‘H‘\e some Wdy as before.

T+ was a STRONGER kind of normal,
A more CONFIDENT one. P

T began o see my scar diff erently, not as something +o
hide, but as \)roof of eVeryﬂ\ihs T had been ‘Hnrous}\ and
eVer7/+\‘\ih3 T had OVERCOME, Climbing stairs, going
+o school full-+ime, |au3\~u’h3 with friends, +\\ihss that
once felt im?ossiHe now felt ke VICTORTES. Each one
reminded me +hat while sur gery had changed my body, it
hadn'+ +aken away who T was. Tf ah)/ﬂu’hg, it showed me
Just how STRONG T rea||>/ am.
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CHAPTER 9
Two Years Later

]:‘1"5 s+rdh3e +to H\ihk it's been two yedrs since my
sur gery. Hi 3*‘ school is CHAOTTC in its own wa)/-'
}\omework, friehds, awkwarc} moments. But T c}oh‘+ dread

|ookih3 at m7/se|f in ‘ﬂ\e mirror dhyrnore. T"\d‘l' alone feels
like such a bi 9 deal.

56

e e el el el el el el el el el el el ol el el el el el el el ol el



My SCAR runs straight down my back. T+'s s+ill there,
still visible but now, instead of ihsecurH}/, T feel PRTDE.
T+ reminds me of eVer7/+"\ih3 T 30+ +\'\rous\'\. Sometimes
T trace it abseh‘fmihéeclly, not because T'm worried, but

because it feels like Proof . Proof +hat my body went
‘H’\roush someﬂ'\ihs \\ar& and came out STRONGER

When T was wedring a brace, T always felt s|;3§\+|7 off
tilted, uncomfor+table, )'\yyerdwdre of myse”. T tried to
hide my back, hide my body, shrink into the background.
Sursery/ was +erri1[7ih3, and recoVer)/ tested My ‘)d‘HehCe
in every possible way. But on the other side of it, T found
freedom. Now T stand straight without thinking about
i+. T run, dance, bend down to tie my shoes, and it all feels

hatural, T'm not cohs+ah+|7 wohderihs how T look.
T JUST EXTST,

Hi 3}\ school still comes with pressure, but T carry myse”
d.‘”eren’rly now. 1 don't walk into a room trying o
&isaﬂ)edr. T wear what T want. T lau 3*‘ without *\oHihs
back. There's sameﬂ\ihs Powerfd about not 'Feeh'hs
trapped in your own body anymore.
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T ‘H\ihk about ﬂ\e dances +)nd+ used to make me anxious. T
fel+ stif £ and unsure, still adJus+ih3 to eVeryﬂxihs. Now,
when T get reaéy curling my hair, put+ing on a dress T
love, T feel EXCTTED instead of hervous. Doihs eVer7/
li++le ﬂ\ihs maKes me so HAPPY, its unbelievable to ﬂ'\ihk T
can go to the ‘>oo| without 'Feeh'hs insecure. Now no matter
H\e ac+ivi+7/ T can feel \areseh‘h th \W?\?y-

The bi ggest chan 9e isht even ‘ahysicad. T+'s emotional. T'm
more patient with myself . T notice the small H\ihss more.
T let Feo?|e }\d\) me. Arman still teases me in ways that
make me |au3h, Riya checks in like she always does, and my
parents cheer me on in Guiet, s+eac}7 ways. T don'+ brush
that suP?or-f of f dhymore. T ac+ud||>/ le+ myse” feel i4.
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T often think about the sur geons, the nurses, eVeryohe
who stood around that operating +able. T}\ey didn't just
STRATGHTEN my spine. They gave me a chance to feel
comfortable in my owh skin. That's somethin 3 T a|wa7/s

carr 7 wiﬂx me.

There were nights T cried and days T dovbted whether T
was strong ehoush. Now, when T look back, T feel Proocl
of the sir| who ke‘)‘l' going anyway. T didn't Just get
ﬂ\rous}n i, T GREW because of it.

Even +he normal ?dr‘l's of life feel |i3\\+er. Ge‘l"h'hs
dressed. \l\/d‘kihs ﬂ\rousk school. Hdhsihs out with friends.
T don't think about pain or hiding anymore. T just move.
T Just live,

Two yedrs 490, T COUHh‘+ imdsihe feelihs *H\is w\'\o|e. Now,
when T look in +he mirror, T don+ Just see a scar, T see

STRENGTH. T see GROWTH. T see someone who went
+)(\rou3)n sameﬂ'\ihs hard and came out BRAVER. o

e

And that feels like a Guiet kind of VICTORY.
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Diya Baldawa

Dear Reader,

I want you to know something important: I’ve been where you are. I know what it
feels like to stare at your reflection and see a body that doesn’t feel like it belongs
to you. I know what it feels like to lie awake at night, your mind running in circles
with questions and fears, wondering if life will ever feel normal again. I know
what it’s like to face doctors, braces, X-rays, needles, surgeries, and everything in
between, and to feel like it’s too much. I know how it feels when friends don’t quite
understand, when family tries to help but it still feels lonely, and when your own

body feels like it’s working against you.

But I also want you to hear this: you are not alone. I see you. I feel your pain. |
know the nights when you feel scared, frustrated, or even embarrassed. I know the
moments when you just want to hide and wish everything could be different. I felt
all of that too. And I’m here to tell you, your feelings are real, valid, and okay. You
don’t have to pretend to be strong all the time. You don’t have to hide your tears,

your worries, or your fear. It’s normal to be afraid.

Even in the hardest moments, there’s a part of you that’s already stronger than you
think. Every day you wear your brace, every appointment you go to, every time
you face the unknown, you are building courage. And it might not feel like it in
the moment, but one day you’ll look back and see how far you’ve come. That’s
the amazing part, you’re growing stronger even when it feels impossible. You’re
learning to trust yourself, to love your body, and to be proud of the journey you’re

on.
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I also want you to know that it’s okay to need help. I needed help, too. My parents,
friends, even my stuffed animals, were all part of holding me up when I couldn’t
hold myself. That doesn’t make you weak; it makes you human. There’s nothing
wrong with leaning on someone else, asking for support, or letting someone love

you through the hard times.

And here’s the thing that’s really true: it does get easier. You will face moments of
pain, uncertainty, and frustration, but those moments do not last forever. One day
you’ll wake up and feel your body differently, you’ll feel proud of it, you’ll feel
capable, and you’ll feel alive in ways you couldn’t imagine right now. Your scar,
your brace, your journey, they won’t be things you hide or worry about anymore.
They’ll be badges of courage, reminders of everything you survived and everything

you became because of it.

You are brave. You are capable. You are loved, by your family, your friends, and
by me, because I know what you’re going through, and I am proud of you already.
I love you, not in a distant way, but in a way that knows your pain, your fear, your
struggles, and your victories. One day you’ll stand tall, look in the mirror, and see
someone who has fought, survived, and thrived. Someone who is proud of their

body, proud of their scar, and proud of themselves. That person is you.

Hold onto that courage. Let yourself feel everything, the fear, the frustration, the
sadness, but also the hope, joy, and pride. Every step you take matters, even if it
doesn’t feel like it right now. Every time you get through a doctor’s visit, a brace
adjustment, a therapy session, or a scary procedure, you are winning. [ promise, one

day you’ll look back and smile at the strength you didn’t even know you had.

You’re not just surviving; you’re growing, becoming, thriving. I am so, so proud of
you for that. Trust yourself. Love yourself. Be gentle with yourself. You are capable
of more than you know, and the world is waiting for the brave, strong, amazing

person that you already are.

With all my love, understanding, and pride,
Diya Baldawa




Divya Dow
Dear Reader,

Before you close this book, I want to tell you a little bit about why I was able to

illustrate this story.

My name is Divya Dow and I am 15 years old, a sophomore in high school and I live

in San Diego, California. This set of drawings was especially meaningful to me since

I have scoliosis, had to wear a brace for a long time and underwent a life changing

spinal fusion.

When I first got the task of drawing these illustrations, I knew I didn’t want it to be
just a bunch of facts. Scoliosis is something that can be difficult to explain with just
words. There are so many parts that can be hard to describe. I wanted to find a way to

show those moments instead of just telling you about them.

For me, drawing is a way to tell stories. While working on this book, I tried to use the

drawings to capture the challenging and funny sides of a scoliosis journey.

I also wanted the art style to feel real and not scary. Scoliosis can sometimes feel
like a very serious topic, especially when you’re learning about it for the first time. I

didn’t want the pages to feel intimidating.
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I hope this book can be meaningful to people who have scoliosis, but I also hope it
can help readers who don’t understand scoliosis see it from a different perspective.

Everyone’s experience is different, and one book can’t tell every person’s story.

Most of all, I hope these illustrations remind you that everything is going to be
okay. A diagnosis may become part of someone’s story, but it does not have to be
the only part of them. I think it is very important to remember that this bump in the

road should push you forward, and let it guide you to a better and stronger future.

Creating this book has taught me that illustration is about much more than making
something look good. It is about communicating an idea from the inside and giving

a deep and accessible point of view.

And most importantly, I hope you remember that every challenge you overcome is

making you a stronger and more amazing person.

Thank you for seeing this story through my eyes.
Divya Dow
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