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Dedication
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To my Lord and Savior Jesus Christ, and to my family who have supported me always. I also want to dedicate this book to those with Selective Mutism and who have been or are currently bullied. You are awesome, and I love you!
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Prologue: The Tormented Years


[image: image]


There are long days that lead to long weeks which lead to long years. And those years can each feel like a lifetime when you are unhappy especially when each day is the same, the same faces, the same words, the same bullies. When you are bullied, perseverance comes from an inner strength that comes from hope that someday it will change. Someday it will get better. Someday someone, especially when it’s yourself, will see you for who you truly are, and you are worthy. “But I say unto you which hear, love your enemies, do good to them which hate you, bless them that curse you, and pray for them which despitefully use you.” ~Luke 6:27-28. 
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“Bennett Michael Hobbs! Give Juliette her toy back!” his mother yelled from the door. Little Juliette wiped away the tears as her now dirty doll was thrown at her. Bennett had purposefully dunked it into a muddy puddle just to see her reaction. Yes, he was only three, but he liked seeing her cry. It wasn’t the only mean thing he had begun to do to her. He pulled her hair, dumped her plate on the floor, and called her names every day. Bennett was the son of her neighbor who babysat her. They were together every weekday since Juliette was six weeks old. They fought like siblings and until recently would hug and make up, but Bennett was changing in his very young age much to his mother’s dismay. He found that he liked getting his mother’s attention even if it hurt his friend.
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One day, Bennett sat at the play table in his living room with Juliette in the seat next to him. His mother had them doing a Valentine’s Day craft cutting paper hearts and gluing them into a chain. The phone rang, and Pam exited the room leaving the kids alone.

“Your hearts are bad, Juls. Don’t you know how to cut? Are you still a baby?” he mocked.

“No,” she stopped cutting to look at her hearts, but Bennett already had an idea. He grabbed the bottle of glue and squirted it all over her head. A very loud shriek erupted from Juliette as she stood knocking the chair over. Bennett laughed as he continued to squeeze the bottle covering her in glue. By the time his mother came in, Juliette’s clothes were also a mess.
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2 Years Later

Bennett and Drew were chasing each other on the school’s playground as Juliette turned the corner of the jungle gym with her friend. The girls were minding their business pretending to be princesses when Bennett plowed into her knocking her down and throwing her glasses off. The stunned look on Juliette’s face only became one of desperation when she heard the purposeful crunch under Drew’s foot.

“My glasses!” she cried reaching out.

“Oops! You should really watch where you put them!” Drew laughed. Still sprawled on the ground, she looked to Bennett who had bullied her for as long as she could remember. He knew how bad her eyes were, yet he said nothing. Unfortunately, she couldn’t decipher his face to see if he was sorry or grinning. Juliette felt even more hurt when she heard the snicker of her friend who was still standing next to her. She held back her tears as she picked up the pieces and found the playground monitor.

*
[image: image]


The sun was hot, and Juliette’s mom had just filled a small inflatable pool when Juliette stepped in it. Bennett watched from atop his bike in his driveway. The heat had fatigued him during his ride, and he was irritated. He couldn’t help but think that Juliette got everything she wanted including a nice cool pool to play in. Why does she get a pool, and I don’t? he thought as he walked over. He eyed a rusty screw lying in the gravel driveway and picked it up.

“Enjoying your swim?” he asked as he squatted next to it.

“It’s so hot. You want to come in?” she offered hesitantly to be nice.

“Why would I want to? You’ve dirtied the water.” He laughed as he thrust the screw into the side of the pool.

Juliette jumped up as she heard the hissing air escape. “No! Why did you do that?” she cried.

“Oh, relax. Your mom will buy you a new one.” He stood satisfied at the pain he’s just inflicted upon her.

“She won’t. She can’t afford it.” Defeated Juliette exited the pool. “You’re so mean.”
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4 Years Later

“It’s called Selective Mutism, Mrs. Gibson. The trauma Juliette has received from being bullied and her dad leaving have caused her to pull into herself. It’s not uncommon for children with this condition to only talk to a limited number of people such as parents, family, or certain teachers. I’m recommending weekly counseling,” said the psychologist.

“Oh, baby. I wish you could overcome this.” Her mother cried, but the damage was done. Juliette was now called Mute among all the other names she was called. It was the only means of self-preservation she could rely on.
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10 Years Old

“Juls,” Bennett whispered. She shook her head. “Juls, I need the answer to ten.” Juliette wasn’t dumb. She worked hard for this test, and if Bennett didn’t know the answer, it was his fault. She couldn’t answer him even if she wanted to, so she chose to ignore him which led to the usual name calling after class. It was nothing new though. She knew she was smart which intimidated people. She was also sensitive and shy. Many had begun calling her Mute because of her quietness. Most weren’t aware of her diagnosis. That was only shared with teachers and school staff. Despite her mutism, she had a handful of girlfriends she could talk to. They knew she was different which made her stand out even among friends, and even they sometimes couldn’t help themselves and called her names in frustration when she refused to say anything.

Mute. Four eyes. Nerd. Loser. Mutant. The names changed frequently, and Juliette mustered the strength every day to just get home. Home was safe.
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Middle School

Juliette’s mother decided to have eight girls over for a sleep-over. By now Juliette had conquered her Selective Mutism... mostly and made new friends. The nine girls had lots of fun. They painted their nails, gossiped, watched a movie, and made bead bracelets before climbing into sleeping bags in Juliette’s bedroom.

After most fell asleep two girls conspired to have more fun at the expense of the other girls. They smeared chocolate on underwear from Heather’s bag, put Lilly’s hand in water, and doused Carla’s hair in whipped cream. But they took Juliette’s bras out of her drawer and hung them out of the window sliding them down the cable line. When Juliette awoke, she saw her undergarments flapping in the breeze with Bennett and two of his friends laughing. Humiliation filled her as she spoke with her mother. Juliette couldn’t face her peers any longer, and her mother enrolled her in a private school.

Middle school girls can be cruel. Juliette’s transfer to private school should’ve gone smoothly, and all her stigmas should’ve been left behind. Unfortunately, another girl transferred at the same time, and Juliette was once again the outcast when they were told who she was.

In the bathroom one day, four girls approached her as she washed her hands, and she looked up. “What are you looking at, freak?” Juliette quickly looked at her hands as she dried them. “I said,” the girl spoke louder.

“I heard you,” Juliette replied meekly, but the girl pushed her as another tripped her. Juliette toppled onto the floor. Another girl dumped her backpack onto the floor then threw the bag in the toilet before the girls laughed and left. She sat up slowly, gathered her belongings, left the bathroom, and went to the office with an “illness.”
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Chapter 1

Five Years Later
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“Welcome to Pandora. How many are dining with us tonight?” the amber eyed brunette asked. She was dressed sophisticatedly in a crisp white button-down flowing blouse and black pants. A silver chain sat delicately around her neck. Her hair hung loosely in curly waves.

“Four,” the teen answered, but Juliette knew who he was, Drew Chastain. She’d never forget any of her tormentors, especially Drew.

“Is your party all here?” she asked remaining pleasant.

“Not yet,” he replied looking around.

“Well, I can seat you and guide your party to you when they arrive,” she smiled.

“Sure.” She led him toward a table in the center of the busy new couture restaurant. The walls sparkled around them with silvery glittered paint, and the dim lighting from the lofty crystal chandeliers gave the place an ethereal glow. Drew sat at the dark table and chairs as Juliette set down the menus in each place setting. 

“Our special today is the Cordon Bleu and asparagus with cream sauce. Enjoy your meal.” Drew ignored her as he checked his phone. Relieved, Juliette returned to the podium.

Shortly after, Drew’s friends arrived, and Juliette immediately recognized Bennett. She purposefully and skillfully had avoided him the last five years. She was finally in a good place in her life and didn’t want anyone to disrupt it. His face was mostly the same only longer, and there was evidence of facial hair that needed shaved. His curly blond hair was still messy atop his head as usual too.

She took a reassuring breath. He won’t recognize me, she hoped. Smiling, she welcomed the three teens. “Welcome to Pandora, gentlemen. I assume you’re meeting your friend.”

Bennett gave her a hard look up and down trying to figure out how he knew her. Assessing, as always like a wolf sniffing for prey. Her heart rate flickered. She took a concealed deep steadying breath to calm herself. Her breath revealed he smelled heavily of pot and patchouli. Juliette winced as it wafted to her nose. Instinctively, she brought a finger below her nose as if it would block the scent.

“Yes,” he simply replied still assessing.

“Follow me,” she faked a smile again before moving toward the dining room. The three boys fell in line behind her, and she felt their eyes on her. A few more feet and she’d be free of their stares and childish snickers although the voices laughing behind her weren’t Bennett’s, nor were they directed at her. She felt she was being paranoid. “Here you are. Our special today is the Cordon Bleu and asparagus with cream sauce. Your server with be with you soon. Enjoy your meal.” 

Bennett watched her walk away before he sat next to Drew. He had a good view of her podium and continued to stare. He couldn’t believe it was Juliette. He hadn’t seen her in years even though she lived right next door. He actually wondered once if she had been sent away, but there she was, alive and seemingly very well.

“Ben. Ben,” Drew snapped his fingers in front of his face.

He shook his head, “What?”

“I know the hostess is hot, but you’re staring like a freak. I think you smoked too much.” Drew chuckled and the others agreed also laughing.

“Drew. Is that Juliette? You remember her?” he asked still bewildered.

“Juliette? Like Mute?” Drew scooted his chair to look back at the podium. “I think it is!” He cursed in amazement. Gabe and Don also looked to confirm that it was in fact Juliette.

Bennett shook his head at Drew smirking, because he thought the same thing. How could someone change so much in just a few years? Her hair was long and nicely curled, and she wore some light makeup. But the biggest change was her lack of glasses and how tall and lean she was. The last time he saw her she was rounder, not fat though, and she had her glasses. He stared again as the waitress came to take their orders. Maybe he was wrong about her? She had changed for the better; something he never thought could happen.

As the table ate, Juliette continued to greet dinner guests and move them to their tables. Each time she passed Bennett’s table she ignored them, but he watched her curiously. Maybe he was stuck focusing on her because he smoked too much. Or maybe, he thought, 
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