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      I opened my eyes ever so slightly, but they were covered with a piece of cloth. I could hear people whispering in the distance, and could smell the familiar scent of cake wafting around the room. I felt a hand reaching from behind, untying the blindfold covering my eyes so that I could finally see. The sudden brightness had momentarily blinded me and I squinted, trying to adjust my eyes to the light.

      “Happy birthday Claire!” Everyone in the room exclaimed excitedly. Today was my birthday and as expected, my parents had organized this allegedly humble party pristinely, with no flaw in sight. Presents were stacked neatly on top of a table by the corner. The cake, in all its beauty had been stationed on the center of the dining table. Plates were tidily arranged along the table with spoons and forks complimenting them. If there was one thing you need to know about my parents: they are extreme perfectionists. Everything must be immaculate, even if it was something as simple as planning a birthday party for their daughter; who was turning sixteen—sweet sixteen, as the cool kids would dub it.

      “Honey, come join us,” my father called me over from across the room to the dining table where he, along the other guests, were seated. My mother placed her hands gently on my shoulders and walked me to said table. I scanned through the guests; and I had no idea who had been invited. I only recognized four or five faces, and those included my parents, my little sister and Scarlett. The rest were probably my mother’s friends; I had no idea why they were even invited. My guess is that my parents had no other options but to fill the extra chairs in the room with people I did not know, nor cared about. It wasn’t like anyone from school was going to show up here anyway, at least not after those embarrassing invitations that my parents had sent out. They were hand written in pink ink and the envelopes had drawings of flowers that my mother had drawn herself.

      “Sweetie, what's wrong?” he inquired, holding a small camera and looking at me worriedly.

      “Nothing!” I tried to smile and the answer seemed to satisfy him.

      “Everyone, it's time for Claire to blow out the candles,” my father then called loudly, getting everyone’s attention. I stood up and looked at the guests as they all stared back at me. I then shifted my eyes to the huge cake in front of me.

      “Come on honey, we're running out of time. Close your eyes and make a wish!” I heard my mum say. It seemed that my parents had written down a rather tight schedule for the party. I closed my eyes, not wanting to upset them, and wished for something that I knew would not come true. After blowing out the candles, everyone clapped and I sat back down.

      “What was your wish sweetie?” my father asked, his face hidden behind that huge camcorder.

      “I wished for everything to stay the same…” I offered a gentle smile, which he gladly repaid back. I never doubted that my parents were giving me everything that I had wanted. I felt safe here in my house. My parents, while uncaring, do tend to show some affection here and there. Their perfectionistic lifestyle always had a more negative than positive effect on the people around them, especially Daisy and me. While Daisy tries her best to keep up with their standards; I, on the other hand, like to do things my way. Not that I was careless or anything: I just believed that there was something deeper in life. I felt as though something was definitely messing with my fate, even though I did not understand what it was back then.

      “Claire, are you not going to eat your cake?” Scarlett questioned, her eyes fixated on my cake. I wouldn’t blame her for staring, considering my cake was probably the largest object in the room.

      “Would you like some?” I offered with a smile, knowing she’d appreciate it.

      “Can I?” She rejoiced, adorning a huge smile on her face. With no hesitation, I grabbed a plate, placed a slice of cake and handed it to her. I wasn’t really a cake person; I was never among those with a sweet tooth. While the other guests whom I did not know ate their cakes, I sat and looked around. My eyes landed on the stack of gifts and I wondered if there was anything useful in it. For all I know, they could all be toys and trinkets that would not be of any use to me; and if it wasn’t for the age boldly printed on the cake, no one would even know how old I was. I’m thankful that my parents had at least got my age right! I would not have been surprised had they messed it up, considering that they rarely even eat with Daisy and me. And even when they do, it reeks of a mission report meeting. ‘What did you accomplish this morning?’, ‘Are you still the number one student?’ and my personal favorite, ‘Why do you not have friends yet?’ I was sick and tired of the way that my sister and I were treated; but I still wished that things would stay the same, for the time being at least…
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      The day after one’s birthday can usually have one of two effects on the students in one’s school. You either have people welcoming you and talking about how amazing your party was; or, as in my case, you’d have people come up to you just so they can try and ruin your day—and they often succeed.

      “Here comes the birthday girl,” the biggest douche in my school greeted. “How was the party huh? Oh wait! No one came,” he laughed. My immediate instinct was to walk past him as quickly as I could, but that just made things worse as I accidentally bumped my shoulder against Jessica; I immediately regretted it as she was known to be quite the drama queen.

      “Oh, Claire! Didn’t see you walking. Are you hurt?” She asked, with a look of concern.

      “I—” I stuttered, not knowing if the question was genuine.

      “Oh, that’s right, I don’t care!” she laughed loudly. A laugh that even the principle could hear from all the way in his office on the upper floor. I did not understand why and how things got this way, but I did know that I was definitely not enjoying my time here. Things were not the same as they were a while ago.

      “Claire, class is starting,” I heard Scarlett call me. I looked to my left and saw the only friend I knew I had.

      “Coming Scarlett,” I called back, walked past Jessica and caught up with Scarlett.

      “Yeah, you better run!” Jessica yelled as I simply walked away.

      “Say, have you heard about the new pollution? It’s called Claire pollution. Get it? Because Claire rhymes with air” the douche joked, resulting in him and Jessica bursting into a fit of laughter.

      “Don’t listen to them. We had fun yesterday, didn’t we?” Scarlett tried to console me with a smile.

      “I wouldn’t call it fun, but yeah, I guess you are right…” I smiled back. The class had started by the time we got there, so I immediately rushed to my seat; last row, right next to the window. I guess it was fitting for the bullied girl to isolate herself in the back of the classroom. Scarlett settled in the empty seat next to mine. The rest of the row was empty, no other student would want to get close to me, or Scarlett for that matter. And no matter how many times I assured them I wouldn’t bite, they were still petrified of the odd chance that I would. Perhaps the thing I loathed most about this class—this grade—is that they never give you a chance. If you even slip once by mistake, you will not be able to stand again. And even if you, by any chance, manage to stand back up, you will immediately be tackled down once again.

      “Alright class, today we’ll review the square roots of⁠—”

      “Square roots? More like ‘Claire roots’, am I right!” Jessica joked and the class laughed just so they would feel accepted by the cool kids. The teacher however, wasn’t having it and brought the class’s attention back to the lesson.

      I zoned out while the class was dealing with math problems. I looked up to see some struggling, while others laughed at their stupidity. Math wasn't an issue for me; once you figure out the logic behind it, the rest is just plugging numbers to a set of rules that you’d need to memorize.

      The bell rang after what felt like an eternity, announcing the end of the class. As students rushed out, I sat still in my place, slowly reaching for my bag and grabbing my book. “Aren’t you going to have lunch?” my math teacher asked as he was packing his things.

      “I’m fine.” I said.

      “Claire, let's go get lunch, this class is depressing as it is,” Scarlett stated, standing beside my desk. “No offense Mr. Quinn,”

      “Scarlett’s right, go do something useful in your free time,” Mr. Quinn instructed. Useful? Isn’t reading useful enough for a high school student?

      “Fine, fine.” I sighed. We left Quinn, who returned to his desk and walked to the lunchroom. It wasn’t typical lunchroom per say, there were no tables for starters, it was just a place to get food which you would have to eat anywhere else. Some prefer eating outside, others on the rooftop. What does matter however, is that after thirty-five minutes, everyone is expected to be back in class.

      “What do you have today?” Scarlett inquired as she leaned against the glass display.

      “No leaning on glass! You break it, you pay!” hissed Alicia, the lunch lady. She’s usually moody. I don't remember the last time she smiled.

      “Geez, I'll have a pizza slice. What about you Claire?” Scarlett flicked her eyes my way.

      “I guess I'll have a salad,” I pointed to the salad on the glass display.

      “Very well, here you go. One pizza, one bowl of salad,” Alicia reported with her weird yet interesting accent; I don’t really know where it’s from. I would ask her, but she would just turn away and give me her signature ‘HMPH’.

      “Say, Alicia. Why don't you smile for a change?” Scarlett had to be friendlier than she was.

      “NEXT!”

      “Let's go to our usual spot!” Scarlett proposed and I nodded in agreement.
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      “So, any plans for today?” Scarlett inquired; we had just exited school and were about to head in opposite directions.

      “Plans, huh…” I hesitated.

      “You know, we can go bowling!” she gushed.

      “Yeah, I guess we could go bowling…” I agreed. It certainly had been a while since I hung out with anyone.

      “But there is one problem, we need someone to drop us there. Can you ask your parents?” she inquired.

      “I’ll ask them. I’ll keep you updated!”  We waved goodbye before each of us went their separate ways. My house wasn't far from the school; neither was Scarlett's.

      “Claire, welcome home honey,” my mother greeted me from the kitchen, as she made one of her beloved meals.

      “Mom can you drive me and Scarlett to the bowling alley?” I requested.

      “I’m sorry Claire, today is a busy day for your mommy…” she apologized. “Why don't you ask your father?”  I guess my parents are too busy to drive their daughter to a close-by bowling alley. My father would take at least two hours before arriving back from work. It would be a waste of time to wait for his arrival, only to hear him say ‘no’; and to use the fact that he is busy as an excuse. I dialed Scarlett's number as I retreated back to my room. Strangely enough, she didn’t pick up. It wasn’t like her to be away from her phone. I wonder if she’s alright.

      “Oh Claire, you’re back,” Daisy chimed as soon as she crossed paths with me.

      “Yes Daisy, I came home walking,” I told her. “Because, unlike you, mom doesn't drive me to and from school,” I added under my breath. I never understood why only Daisy got to ride with mom to school. I get that her school is farther from home than mine—but that doesn't necessarily mean I didn’t deserve the same care and support as her!

      I laid down on my bed, situated on the left side of the room; on my right was a small window. And on my left, of course, was Daisy's bed. We lived in a relatively small bedroom. It does, however, hold everything that we needed, so the size wasn’t that much of an issue. Yes, all the girls my age had their own room, but I personally was fine with the way things were. The phone I had placed on the table beside my bed started ringing, so I rolled to the other side of bed to pick it up. It was Scarlett.

      “Hello?” she spoke, her voice sounding weak and reeked of sorrowness.

      “Scarlett? You alright?” I asked, worried nonetheless.

      “Yeah, sorry for not picking up the first time. I… I was taking a quick shower.”

      “Is that so? No worries. I asked my mother and she said she can't drive us. I might have to ride my bike after all.” I sighed.

      “If it's too much, we can reschedule. Maybe during the weekend?” Scarlett suggested. I wasn’t about to waste any chance to hang out with Scarlett. She was my only friend and I didn’t want to make her unhappy.

      “No! I can totally do it! I’ll see you in fifteen minutes,” I decided and hung up the phone. I then hurried to the bathroom and got changed.

      “Claire, remember to be back by nine thirty!” my mother commanded.

      “Don't worry mom, I'll be home early,” I reassured her, before walking over to the garage where my bike rested. As I switched on the lights, I noticed that my bike had a flat tire. I’m almost certain the bike was in perfect condition last night.

      “Mom, why is my bike damaged?” I inquired, my temper gradually rising.

      “Oh that… Daisy went for a ride and drove over a piece of glass or something. Don't worry, I scheduled for someone to come over tomorrow and fix it,” she answered.

      DAMN IT! Not only was I denied a ride, now I can't even use my own bike? Alas, I walked for around thirty-five minutes until I finally reached Scarlett's house. I approached the door and pressed the doorbell gently. The door was soon pulled open, and a lady was standing by it. “Hello, is Scarlett here?” I questioned.

      “Oh, you’re Claire. Come on in!” Scarlett's mother smiled, welcoming me into the house. She seemed like a gentle soul who I would bet cared about her children. “Feel free to go to Scarlett's room upstairs,” she offered. I thanked her and went up the stairs.

      “Scarlett? You in here?” I knocked twice.

      “Give me a sec,” I heard her mutter; her voice was broken—just what happened to my Scarlett?

      “I’m ready, let's go—” she finally opened the door, and my question was finally answered.

      “Scarlett! Your face!” I exclaimed in horror.

      “So it's still visible, huh…” She sighed.
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      “What the hell happened to your face?” I snapped without thinking. On her left cheek, she had a cut from which she was still bleeding.

      “I really don't want to talk about it…” Scarlett breathed.

      Something was clearly going on. “Listen, let's get out of here so we can talk privately,” I whispered. She nodded, then led us downstairs and to the front door.

      “Have fun you two!” Scarlett's mother called from the living room.

      “Who's this chick?” the question was asked by a disturbing voice. I turned around to find the source of this voice: a middle-aged man with a beer can in each of his hands. “What’s your name, sweet stuff? How old are you?” He questioned me, a creepy smile on his face. Was this gentlemen drunk this early into the afternoon?

      “Claire, let's go,” Scarlett growled under her breath, grabbed my hand and slammed the door close behind her.

      “Was that your—” I started.

      “Yes, he's my father.” Scarlett interrupted with a sigh. I had seen drunk people before; some were dead on the inside, others that looked dead on the outside as well. But this man, he was dead inside and looked the part too. He reeked of alcohol and his face was all messed up.

      “Is he always like this?” I asked, curious.

      “You mean is he always a drunk pervert? Yes, he's always been like that—even with my other friends,” she replied, sorrow lacing the tone in which she did.

      “So, the blood on your cheek, was that⁠—”

      “His hands slipped today. Usually, his hands are in places way lower than my face, places that need to be covered with some clothes,” she confessed, her voice breaking and her eyes welling up with tears. I felt as though my question had triggered something in her.

      “Um, what do you mean by ‘slipped today’? How long has he been doing this to you?” I then asked without thinking. Being abused by her father wasn't something that I was going to ignore.

      “Promise me you won't tell anyone,” she begged, her voice weaker than ever.  I nodded as we resumed our walk to the bowling alley.

      “It started a while ago,” she began. “My father has this man cave in our backyard. He would gather his friends and drink all day. Then one day, while he was with his friends, he dragged me to the center and started whipping me. His drunk friends laughed as the blood slid from along my belly.”

      “I had no idea you lived such a life,” I glanced at her. “Does your mother have any idea about this?”

      “Yes…” she sniffled. She knew? And yet she wasn't doing anything?

      “Why is your mother not defending you?” I asked, annoyed and frustrated.

      “She’s afraid of my father. She claimed that it's for the good of their marriage.” Scarlett wiped the tears off her eyes as soon as we entered the building.

      “So, she just stood back and witnessed her daughter getting tortured by that drunk man?” I raged, perhaps a bit too audibly, before realizing that I needed to tone it down. “Sorry I overreacted.” I apologized and flicked my eyes to all those innocent people who had come here to play.

      “Don't worry about me, let's just enjoy our time. I’d rather not whine about the past and live in the present.” Scarlett went back to being her usual self and smiled. Living in the present, huh. I guess she does have a point. I ought to stop thinking about the past and live in the moment. But will it be easy?

      We grabbed our bowling shoes from the counter then headed to our lane. “Claire, you're first,” Scarlett noted as she handed me a shiny bowling ball. I took said ball and saw Scarlett take a seat and wipe the blood off her cheek. She tried to stop the bleeding by holding a tissue against the wound but it was soon soaked with the red liquid and the bleeding didn’t seem to be stopping.

      “Miss, are you alright?” a guy who was passing by asked her. I set my ball down and walked to where Scarlett was sitting.

      “I'm fine,” she replied softly.

      “Do you happen to have a first aid kit here?” I asked the guy.

      “I think I can get my hands on one—let me go check!” The guy rushed back to the counter.

      “Scarlett, listen to me. You can't ignore what's going on here. You’re being abused by your father. This is a crime on all accounts!” I explained.

      “Claire, let's keep it this way... As long as I have a roof over my head, I don't care about how I'm being treated.”

      “Found a Band-Aid,” the guy was back.

      “That’ll do. Thank you,” I peeled the Band-Aid off of its wrapper and slowly placed it on Scarlett's cheek.

      “Thanks,” Scarlett stated and threw the bloodied tissue into a trash can. “You haven't played yet?” she inquired.

      “Sorry, my bad,” I took the ball and slid it across the lane. “STRIKE!”
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      Things have been getting weirder ever since my sixteenth birthday. The bullying at school had gotten worse, I found out that Scarlett was getting beaten up by her father, and my parents don't seem like they're willing to change their perfectionistic habits. Scarlett’s secret is what bothered me the most. While I did promise her to keep it as a secret, I thought people should know about it; people who would be able to do something about the situation that she was in. The cops? Or perhaps a social worker? I was not even sure who I’d tell.

      In fact today at school, I noticed Scarlett walking to class with a hand on her left hip. She seemed to be struggling as she walked towards her seat at the back. “Morning, Claire!” She greeted.

      “A good morning to you too, Scarlett.” I curtsied jokingly, hoping to lighten the mood. It didn’t work though. Scarlett has this ability to hide her emotions. She would always know how to fake a happy smile, even when she's hiding the deepest and darkest of emotions.

      “Did you solve that stupid homework?” I asked as I took my books out and set them on my desk.

      “The homework...shit, I forgot!” she exclaimed, slightly frightened.

      “It's alright, you can copy mine,” I offered.

      “You don't understand, I don't have it with me.” She shivered.

      “How so?” I questioned, confused. “Does it have to do with your father?”

      “He saw the paper in my hand and took it away. One of his friends grabbed his lighter and lit the paper on fire.”

      “What's wrong with these people?” I sighed, upset I could not do anything to make her situation better. “You know what, here.” I erased my name and placed my paper on Scarlett's desk.

      “Are you sure about it?” She glanced at the paper then back at me, unsure.

      “I’m sure the teacher would forgive a smart student for forgetting her homework just this once,” I laughed. Students opened the door and the class quickly filled up. Something felt strange; usually, the teacher would arrive before the class. Yet this time, I couldn’t help but notice his lack of punctuality.

      “Say, isn’t the teacher late?” I asked Scarlett. She was reading through the paper I just handed her. “That’s strange.”
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