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Ten 

by Grace Ferguson 

 

Holding a tray of food, she glanced around the cafeteria, searching for a table. Some 

students were eating alone, their heads bowed and eyes glued to their meal. Like her, they hadn’t 

made any friends yet. She continued surveying the room. Then, she saw him.  

He was having lunch with another boy, almost as good-looking as he, and two 

aesthetically gifted girls. As they conversed with each other, he grinned at what she presumed to 

be a joke. She marveled at his smile, the warmest, most captivating beam she’d ever seen. His 

sparkling eyes illuminated his arresting dark features, and she felt a compelling need to know 

him. So, she occupied the table next to his, eavesdropping on his conversation.   

She found it easiest to study him on the days he visited the school library with his friends. 

The towering bookshelves provided ample cover as she peered inconspicuously at him, 

absorbing his soul-stirring smile for as long as time allowed. On afternoons when he sat outside 

alone underneath the oak tree, he was an icon of ease – phone in hand, earphones tucked in, his 

face relaxing to the gentle sway of autumn’s breeze. She wondered if he shared her taste in 

music. Or maybe podcasts were his thing. Yearning to know, yet paralyzed by self-doubt, she 

hesitated to approach him. 

﹌﹌﹌﹌﹌﹌﹌﹌﹌﹌ 

Typically, after school, she boarded the bus before he did, intentionally securing a 

vacant row. She believed that one day he would sit next to her, their eyes would meet, and the 

warmth from his gaze would seep into her and never leave. One day, he would choose the empty 
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seat she’d reserved for him. Yet weeks passed without him sitting next to her. So, she decided to 

deploy initiative.   

The following afternoon, she made sure to enter the bus right after he did. He slid into 

an unoccupied row. As she neared, their eyes met, hers brimming with adoration, his swimming 

with indifference. Steamrolled by the blankness of his gaze, her brittle confidence plummeted to 

the floor. Still, she found the strength to sit next to him. He diverted his gaze, out the window. 

Her heart screamed silently, pleading for his attention. But he kept staring through the pane.    

She took a deep breath, summoning the courage to start a conversation with him. Before 

she could decide on what to say, he shifted slightly in his seat and began inspecting the rest of 

the bus. He looked everywhere but at her. Then, he blurted, “Excuse me.”  

She glanced at him in bewilderment, but his gaze stayed stuck on the back of the bus. He 

shifted again, more urgently this time, signaling that he wanted to leave his seat. Robotically, she 

stood and cleared the way. She watched as he clutched his backpack, scooted from his seat, 

strode to the back of the bus, and sat beside another girl. An exceptionally pretty girl.  

Torment, hot and acidic, coursed through her at the thought of everyone witnessing this 

monumental rejection. Dropping her eyes in shame, she sat in the same seat he’d just fled from. 

The tears she fought to restrain fell hopelessly onto the dress she’d worn for him. A poisonous, 

self-directed rage slithered through her body, as she chastised herself for ever expecting his 

returned affection. How could she have been so hopeful? 

During her early adolescence, she’d been teased. Relentlessly. To the other children, her 

face was too round, her forehead too flat, her ears too large, and her chin too short. They’d called 

her mouth droopy, and her nose hawk-like. She’d wanted to believe her parents when they called 
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her beautiful. But she couldn’t – not when the cruel words hurled by other kids constantly 

mirrored her worst suspicions.  

﹌﹌﹌﹌﹌﹌﹌﹌﹌﹌ 

His colossal rejection convinced her that her parents called her beautiful only to shield 

her from brutal reality. They were simply being protective. Fortunately, she found succor in her 

studies, and discovered her fondness for mathematics. During her senior year, she joined the 

school’s math club and formed friendships with likeminded students. She attended group outings 

with her clubmates and developed a reputation for being generous and polite. Though she reaped 

satisfaction from these interactions, she became increasingly preoccupied with rating others on 

an arithmetic scale.  

She began studying her high-school peers, regardless of gender, through a numerical 

maze her mind had constructed. Perhaps this could be attributed to her affinity for mathematics. 

Regardless, she graded her peers according to their visual attractiveness. Some, she felt, were on 

par with her – a feeling that offered no relief, since she saw herself as a three at best.  

 

﹌﹌﹌﹌﹌﹌﹌﹌﹌﹌ 

When the highest ranked university in the state enrolled her as a student, she knew that 

she belonged in finance. How could she not, when the confines of her head kept overflowing 

with integers?  

During her first two years at university, she scored straight A’s and wore them with pride. 

But she could not overlook the fact that no man had ever approached her for a date. Men did not 

see her, no matter how much effort she put into her appearance. Then, a thought arose. A single 

strand of a thought-form, encircling the borders of her mind. She’d seen the results of cosmetic 
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surgery on the internet. For some, it did wonders, converting imperfections into idealized 

versions of beauty. For others, it revealed the shadow within, leading to endless surgeries 

because their psyche kept demanding a higher standard. What’s more, the health risks of 

cosmetic surgery were well documented.   

Teetering between the rewards and risks, she parked the idea, opting to prioritize 

university. Right after graduation, she landed a lucrative job at a top accounting firm. Two years 

later, she booked the consultation. It was time.  

She would no longer question the path she felt destined to take. Sitting in front of her 

bedroom mirror, she scrutinized the face she’d been born with.   

Tomorrow, she thought, I will begin my journey into becoming a perfect ten. 

 

     ﹌﹌﹌﹌﹌﹌﹌﹌﹌﹌ 

The numerical ratings slowed as her wedding day encroached. Although the calculations 

had not stopped, the scale was more like the distant whirring of a psychic, mechanical backdrop 

than a conscious decision to sort people based on their physical features. After marriage, the 

numerical assessments decreased even more, becoming even less important. Unlike the apathetic 

eyes of the boy from high school, her husband’s eyes were warm and soothing.  

 She’d met her husband after her transformation, and had found solace in his love for her. 

However, she could not help but wonder sometimes whether he would have loved or married her 

had he met her before the operations. Before the surgeries that bequeathed her with masterfully 

sculpted ears, forehead, and chin; lusciously shaped lips; and a proportioned face. She didn’t 

know whether her husband would have loved her prior, but took comfort in believing he 

presently did.  
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     ﹌﹌﹌﹌﹌﹌﹌﹌﹌﹌ 

After the birth of her daughter, the numerical ratings became almost nonexistent – despite 

the unmistakable slope of her own nose echoing back at her. On her child’s face, the lines were 

softer, the angles a bit more uniformed, but there was no mistaking that familiar bend in the 

cartilage. Against her will, she felt a raw terror for her daughter. 

 Hawk-nose. Ugly. Toucan. Those vicious words rang back at her. 

She decided to prepare for the day when her daughter would come home from school, 

tears streaming down her face, and cheeks flushed with anger. Just as she had. 

“What are you talking about?” she’d croon. “You’re beautiful! Don’t listen to them, 

honey. They’re just jealous of you. You’re perfect just the way you are.” 

But that day never came. Her daughter came home crying for various reasons: a failed 

math exam, an injury, or a romantic crush gone awry. But she never asked “Am I ugly?” or 

“Why do I look the way I do?” 

 Over time, she’d chalked it up to confidence – perhaps resulting from an improved 

educational curriculum that taught students to cultivate their sense of identity beyond the scope 

of their physical beauty.  

 Then, one day…  

 “Dad, can I get my nose pierced?” 

 The fork in her hand froze as she watched her husband and their daughter make eye 

contact. The dinner table – and the entire room – seemed to suspend in time. 

 Her husband’s brow crinkled, as he considered the request. “Um, why?” 

 “Because my nose is pretty big.” 

 Oh, no. No. 
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 “And I found a store downtown that sells really cute, handmade body jewelry.” The 

teenager placed her fingertip over her nostril as if to demonstrate the future placement. 

 “There’s this nose-ring that has a charm dangling from the end, and it’d totally make my 

eyes pop.” She turned to her mother, grinning in excitement. “Big noses are kind of in right now. 

I think it would make me look sophisticated.” 

It was hard to find the right thing to say. It was hard to find anything to say. Only a lone 

question stood in her mind: was history repeating itself? 

Thankfully, her husband cleared his throat. He gave his wife a tender smile. “Well, 

honey? How about it?” 

The fork had still not moved from its position in her hand. Grateful for her husband’s 

grounded, diplomatic nature, she lowered the fork into her plate and reminded herself that history 

was not in reenactment mode. As she took in the hope radiating from her daughter’s face, only 

one response felt appropriate.  

“I think you look sophisticated as you are. But yes. I will take you on the weekend.” 

  


