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I sat staring at all the food that was spread across the table. The cloth beneath was bright pink with unicorns in the corners. Mum had spent hours cooking and decorating little cupcakes with purple frosting and sprinkles. Sighing, I turned to look out the window decorated with balloons and streamers.

My party dress I’d chosen specifically for this day. My hair was pulled into tight pigtails on either side of my head. 

“They will be here soon, sweetheart,” Mum said gently from the entrance between the kitchen and dining room.

I shrugged my shoulders and blinked my eyes wildly as I tried to push back my tears. Mum sighed and entered the room before rounding the table and pulling me into her arms.

“Why did no one turn up, Mum?” I cried. Tears broke through my lashes and started streaking down my cheeks.

“I don’t know, Sarah. I’m sorry, sweetheart, maybe everyone is just busy.”

I sighed again and shrugged. I loved Mum, I loved that she was trying to make me feel better, but honestly, I shouldn’t have been surprised that no one wanted to come to my birthday party. It wasn’t like I had any friends. The kids in my class teased me all the time. They called me all sorts of names. I wasn’t popular like Marcy. I wasn’t sporty like Charlize. I was frumpy, with bright red hair, freckles and teeth that felt too big for my mouth. 

“How about we leave all this and go out for McDonalds?” Mum suggested with hope in her voice. She was doing her best to cheer me up. But I’m not sure there would be anything that could cheer me up. 

I would try, though; I would try for Mum. I nodded and wiped my eyes with the back of my hand. Mum ran her fingers tenderly over my cheek before cupping my chin. She looked deep into my eyes. Her own blue eyes were welled with tears.

“It isn’t always going to be like this, Sarah. One day you will grow up, and those kids that tease you or don’t show up to your birthday will be climbing over themselves to be your friend.”

I nodded my head. Mum always said those words when I came home sad because I had another day where no one wanted to play with me. Mum smiled, but it didn’t reach her eyes, and I could see the sadness on her face. 

“Alright, come on,” she said with another smile. I followed Mum out the door, leaving behind the failed party. When I glanced over at our neighbour’s house, which had been sitting empty for years, I noticed a truck in the driveway and men carrying furniture and boxes inside. “Oh, someone must be finally moving into the house.”

I nodded and watched as a woman dressed in tight jeans with long black hair came out with a boy who appeared to be about my age into the front yard.

“Hi there,” Mum called with a friendly smile.

The woman and boy looked up. The woman’s smile was friendly as she waved and approached where Mum and I stood.

“Hi, my name is Jillian, and this is my son, Jett.”

“It’s great to meet you both, I’m Maree, and this is my daughter Sarah. Are you a single mum too?”

Jillian smiled and nodded. “Yes. Unfortunately, my husband passed away last month.”

“Oh, I’m sorry,” Mum gasped. I tuned out their conversation as I turned my attention to Jett. He was taller than me, with blond hair that hung about his face. His eyes were a startling green that reminded me of the leaves on the ferns in our yard that Mum tended to religiously.

“How old are you?” Jett asked.

I licked over my bottom lip. Another reason kids didn’t like me, I didn’t talk. It wasn’t like I couldn’t. I spoke to Mum in our own home. But to others, I couldn’t. It was like my tongue swelled, and my words got trapped. Mum had made it her mission to learn sign language so I could communicate with her in public, but the kids in my class thought I was the weird girl.

I held my fingers up to show that I was ten. Jett smiled and nodded. “Me too,” he answered. “Do you go to St Augustine’s Primary School?” I shook my head in response. “That’s where I’m going to go too. Do you want to be my friend?”

I bit my bottom lip, wondering if Jett would be like the other kids. He would soon see how they felt about me and walked away. But maybe, just maybe, I would have a friend. I nodded and smiled, delighting in how Jett’s eyes lit up.
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Sarah (Age 12)

“It should be you,” Jett growled with a sneer. I’d been right; as soon as we started at school, Jett realized I was a freak and no longer wanted to be my friend. Instead, he turned into my biggest bully.

“Jett, enough,” Jillian snapped.

Jett looked up at his mother and rolled his eyes. He was always like that. He had no respect for Jillian. I could see in her eyes how much that hurt. I looked back down at the hole in the ground that was slowly being filled with dirt. My mother’s body was there in a wooden box. Roses and lilies covered the lid of the coffin. When they first started to lower the coffin, my heart started to beat rapidly, and panic set to fill my system. 

Mum wouldn’t be able to breathe under all that dirt. But with the solid hand of my Uncle on my shoulder, my heart rate slowed. It wouldn’t matter. Mum could no longer breathe. Tears burned in my eyes. Tears that I refused to shed. No one would see me cry anymore. Mum was the only one I ever cried in front of. She was the only one that heard my voice. Never again would I utter a word or shed a tear. Mum was no longer here to wipe my tears from my cheeks.

The last words she’d said to me was that she loved me. I’d whispered it back to her before she left my room and shut the door with a quiet snip. If I’d known that was the last time I would get to see or speak to her again, I would have clung to her and begged her not to leave my room. I would have asked her to sleep beside me. But I didn’t do any of those things.

Instead, I’d rolled over in my bed and closed my eyes, allowing sleep to take me under. When I woke the following morning, I realized Mum had never come to wake me. I dragged myself out of bed and padded quietly on the carpeted floor to Mum’s bedroom. The door was shut, listening I couldn’t hear anything from the other side.

With a frown, I knocked on the door. “Mum?” I called quietly. There was no answer. Slowly and with dread filling my chest, I turned the knob and opened the door quietly; peering into the dark room, I could see that Mum’s bed was still made as if she’d never slept in it. I looked around the room. 

I couldn’t say what it was, whether it was knowledge that something wasn’t right or if my subconscious picked it up. But something in my heart knew before I saw Mum’s body hanging from the hook on her wardrobe. I knew the minute I saw her. Mum’s body was nude; her skin was purple. Her eyes bulged, and her head hung at a weird angle. 

Tears spilled down my cheeks as I realized that at the tender age of twelve, Mum had chosen death instead of raising me. I was genuinely unlovable. The rest of the morning and day was a blur. I didn’t remember going to Jillian; I had no idea that I’d signed frantically to her that Mum was dead. It wasn’t until that afternoon, as I lay curled on the couch with my head in Jillian’s lap, that I realised that I’d managed to alert someone to what was happening.

“Your uncle and aunt are coming to collect you soon,” Jillian said calmly, scratching her fingers through my hair.

I sat up and looked at her with confusion. Jillian sighed and gave me a small smile. “Your uncle said that you probably didn’t know him. His name is Damien; he was your mother’s brother.”

I didn’t even know that Mum had a brother. I wondered why she’d never talked about him. I found out that night that there had been a disagreement between Mum and Damien. I didn’t know what it was. All I knew was that Damien and his wife Maddison lived not far from my family home and had nothing to do with Mum. Damien didn’t even know that I existed.

They didn’t want me either, though. I heard Damien and Maddison arguing that night. Maddison told Damien he should put me in foster care, but Damien refused. Tears burned as I dug under the blankets and covered my head. No one wanted me. Jett was right. It should have been me.

“I can’t let her go to foster care, Maddie. I know what happens in those places,” Damien shouted.

“Lower your voice; she will hear you,” Maddie growled. They didn’t have to shout for me to hear them. I could listen to them quite fine without it. “What about her father?”

“If her father is the man, I think it is; I will never let him get his hands on her.”

Maddie let out a long and frustrated sigh. “There is something wrong with her, Damien. She doesn’t speak; Jillian said she spoke to Maree but refused to speak to anyone else. She’s not deaf but uses sign language. Jillian even said that she is horribly bullied at school. She is retarded, Damien. We can’t take her on; we don’t know what to do.”

“One, she is not retarded. She possibly does have some issues, but shit, Maddie, you’d have issues too, especially if you were the one to find your mother had hanged herself.”

“Damien, for god’s sake, hadn’t spoken before her Mum killed herself. That is probably why Maree did it, anyone. I can’t imagine how stressed she was to raise that kid.”

The tears burning my eyes tried to push forward, and I angrily swiped at them. Maddison was probably right; Mum killed herself because I was too hard to care for. I brought my knees to my chest. Maybe it would have been better for me to go to foster care. At least then, I might stand a chance of finding someone that wanted me. 

I’d never given suicide a thought, but as I lay there in the darkened room listening to Damien and Maddison discuss me and how much they didn’t want me, I wondered if it would be a better world if I was dead. I wondered if Mum had aborted me instead, would she still be alive. She probably would have been happier. I didn’t know who my father was. I didn’t know if he was the man that Damien was thinking of. Mum had never mentioned him, and I was so happy with Mum that I never asked. But now I wondered if maybe I was only worthy of living with someone who hated me. I probably deserved the hate. After all, it was my fault Mum was dead.
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Chapter Two
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Sarah (Age 15)

My eye was swelling, and food clung to my hair. My clothes stunk of whatever was rotting in the bottom of the bin thrown at me. I dreaded to think precisely what had been in the bottom of the bin. My stomach roiled with disgust. 

“For god’s sake, Sarah, if you just tried to fit in, if you tried to speak, did something normal, then they wouldn’t treat you like this,” Maddison scowled as she wrapped the frozen peas in a tea towel to place against my face.

I held my silence. Maddison stared at me as if expecting me to say something in retaliation. But when she realized I would remain silent, she huffed, flicking her cigarette in the sink. The butt sizzled against the water. I sat staring at the smoke that wafted from the sink and dissipated into the air. 

It would be easier if I could speak. It would be easier if I was normal. But I wasn’t. It didn’t matter how much I tried to talk; the words were trapped. God knows Maddison and Damien had taken me to countless doctors, psychiatrists, psychologists, and natural therapists over the three years I’d been lumped with them. 

No one had any answer. Some of the doctors said I was being bad and obstinate. Others told them that it was from the trauma of finding my mother. None of that was true. I’d not been able to speak well before finding Mum. She’d been the only one that I could talk to. I wasn’t being naughty. When the last doctor told Damien I needed to put over his knee, I’d even laugh. Damien could try and put me over his knee; I’d kick him in the balls if he even thought about it. 

That Damien told the doctor where he could stick that idea. However, Maddison preferred that idea. She’d tried punishing me. She took my phone away so I couldn’t communicate with her. She’d tried locking me in my room. But it didn’t change anything. The phone was only a tool of convenience for them; I didn’t care if I had it. They couldn’t understand me when I spoke in sign language. It was for them that I used the phone. I had no friends to call or text, so it didn’t bother me. And when she locked me in my room, it suited me. I preferred the isolation anyway. 

There was nothing Maddison could do to punish me enough to have my voice come out. Hell, if there was, Jett and his gang would be enough. I looked down over my school uniform with another sigh. Removing the icepack from my eye, I tried to blink it open, but it was too late; my eyelid had swollen shut.

It wasn’t the first black eye I’d received from someone at school. I’d had a broken nose, a broken wrist and even stitches, but because I couldn’t tell the school who was doing it, they did nothing about the bullying. I couldn’t help but think that the principal knew who my biggest bully was. The teachers had to be blind not to know. But they agreed with Maddison. I could talk in the teacher's and Maddison’s minds; I chose not to, so I would be ignored. I apparently deserved to be mistreated.

Some days, probably often, I believed that. Whenever I thought about my Mum, the times I would see her naked body hanging from her closet, I blamed myself. When alone, I stare at myself in the mirror and try to force the words out. But it was like when Mum died, she took my voice too.

“Shit, Sarah, what happened?” Damien asked as he came into the kitchen.

I looked up at him with my good eye. His brows were pulled tight into a frown. Sometimes when I looked at Damien, I could see the resemblance between him and Mum. They had the same brown eyes and freckles that dotted across their nose. Their hair was tinged red; mine was utterly red, Damien’s was more auburn, and Mum’s had been a strawberry blonde. 

I shrugged my shoulders and stood from the kitchen chair. “Sarah, I can’t help you if you don’t tell me what happened.”

I signed the word for the bully, but Damien’s confusion told me he had no idea what I was trying to say. I opened my mouth to speak the word, but my tongue always felt swelling, and my throat closed over. I closed my mouth again and shook my head.

“Where’s your phone?”

I pointed to the living room where Maddison had gone. She’d taken it from me, demanding I tell her what happened. She knew damned well that nothing would come out, but it didn’t stop her.

Damien sighed and scrubbed his hands up over his face. “Is it the same boy as before?”

I snorted a huff and nodded my head. Of course, it was the same boy. Jett had made it his mission to make my life a living hell. He’d been doing it since we were eleven years old. There was going to be no stopping him now. I only had three years left, and then I could escape this hell hole. I didn’t know where to go but knew I would go as far from Mildura as possible. There was nothing but pain and horror here.

“Fuck this; I’m going to go to the school tomorrow. Enough is enough, Sarah. You can’t keep getting bullied like this; it’s not fair. It’s not fucking right,” Damien spat with anger.

I shrugged my shoulders. I knew that it wouldn’t matter. It wasn’t the first time that Damien had gone to the school to make a complaint. They didn’t care. They gave him a load of lip service. The principal even said that Damien should consider homeschooling me because it would be better for my disabilities. It made me laugh. He would rather kick me out of the school than stop the assholes that made my life hell.
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Chapter Three
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“I’ll give the school a ring when I get to work,” Damien sighed as he pulled up at the front gates.

I nodded my head and looked over at the looming grey building. It felt so ominous. Sometimes I wish I could speak my mind. I wondered what I would say if I could let it all out.

“Sarah, would you rather that we homeschooled you?” 

I turned to face my uncle and gave him a slight nod before signing the words, no point. I knew he couldn’t understand, and the look of confusion on his face confirmed it. He and Maddison had no idea what I was saying. They didn’t understand me. The only person that did was now dead.

Damien sighed again. “I’m sorry, Sarah. I wish we were better suited to you. I wish none of this had happened. But I’m glad I got a chance to meet my niece. I wish it had been under better circumstances.”

I tried to smile warmly as I reached out and clasped Damien’s hand, giving it a squeeze I hoped would show him it was all okay. I knew it was hard taking me on. I’d heard him and Maddison arguing about it all the time. Maddison hated me. She resented that I’d come into their lives and turned them upside down. Maybe if I was expected, it wouldn’t have been so bad for them; they could have ignored me and gone on with their lives. But I wasn’t normal, and for that, Maddison hated me.

Damien tried to be understanding. He tried to reach out, but we had a huge barrier. Communication. I swung the passenger door open of the car and slid out onto the path with another sigh; I slung my backpack onto my shoulders and started the long march into the halls of St. Augustine Highschool. 

It was a place that I’d come to dread. When I was in primary school, sure, the kids were cruel. No one wanted to play with me. They all teased me and wouldn’t speak to me. But once we reached high school, the level of bullying stepped up. I was no longer safe. Bones got broken, and the pain was no longer just emotional.

I reached up and tenderly touched my eye, which was still swollen and black. As I swung the door open in the halls, I noticed Jett and his friends hovering around my locker. With a deep inhale, I slowly made my way toward them.

“Holy Shit, she is a glutton for punishment,” Brody laughed as he slapped Jett on the back.

“I must admit, Sarah, I didn’t expect to see you here today. But I’m glad you came. I wanted to apologise for yesterday’s prank,” Jett purred.

My body stiffened as he approached me. I bit my cheek and held still, watching him with my good idea. Jett slung his arm heavily around my shoulder and pulled me into his side. His goons all laughed at the display.

“Are you going to say something, Sarah?”

I remained silent as I watched Jett with caution. I could never read what it was that he was thinking. Most people wore their emotions all over their faces; I could read, for the most part, what people were about to do before they did it. But that wasn’t the case with Jett. He was like a locked book, and that made me nervous. 

“Come for a walk,” Jett used the arm around my shoulders to guide me away from my locker.

My heart started pounding in my chest and my breathing became choppy. Behind us, I could hear the shuffle of his friend’s feet as Jett led me through the school halls toward the quiet science block. He swung the door open and pushed me into the room. I spun just in time to see Brody lock the door and pull the blinds on the room.

I nervously licked over my bottom lip as I cast my eyes erratically around the room, searching for an escape. Jett’s friends fanned out across the room. No matter how fast I could escape, there would be no way I could get out before one of them caught me.

I glanced nervously at Jett, who was watching me with bemusement. “I really would love to know what is going on in that brain of yours.”

My eyes burned with tears, but I blinked, pushing them down. I was sure my pulse would have been visible as it thudded hard in my throat. The sound of blood gushed in my ears, and a boulder occupied my stomach. The look on Jett’s face was one of pure evil. I had no idea what would happen, but I knew it would be wrong.

“All that silence makes me wonder what you would be like laid out on a bed, naked, with your legs stretched wide. Would you scream? Cry? Moan? I bet you’d make the most seasoned whore blush,” he mused as he crept closer toward me.

Reaching out, Jett flicked my hair over my shoulder. He skimmed his cold fingers down my cheek. I flinched at the feel of his calloused skin on mine, dripping with evil and pure hatred.

With a quick movement, he clasped his hand around my throat, causing me to gasp and my eyes to widen. His fingers tightened against my throat, and I felt the air constrict in my lungs. I reached up and clawed at Jett’s fingers as fear swamped me, threatening to drag me into a full-blown panic attack. I fought against his hold and tried to wriggle away but realised my mistake; I’d allowed Jett to back me into the wall. There was no way out.
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