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PRAISE FOR SPEAK

‘The plot is gripping and the characters are powerfully drawn … a novel that will be hard for readers to forget’

Kirkus Reviews

 

‘Speak will hold readers from first word to last’
The Horn Book, starred review

 

‘… will inspire and empower’

Booklist

 

‘Highly recommended’

The Scotsman
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make some noise

after IT happens

pens stop writing

scissors can’t cut

phones won’t charge

the world hangs, frozen

like a search wheel spinning

waiting for the answer

any answer

and silence

feeds

the sepsis of rape

IT seeps into your bones

weakening you, keeping

you from returning

to your realself,

corroded by doubt

howling confusion, you used

to play by the rules

not knowing this game

was rigged

and silence

feeds

the beast, IT

feels like PTSD

cuz it is

you finally have a choice:

stay shame-chained underwater

in a rusty sea of razors

or whisper-break

the silence

your words are kindling

twigs covered in wax

soaked in lamp oil

sticky with tar

your breath is a match

scratching along sandpaper

whisper-break

the silence

one word, then two

future you refusing

pain’s claim

the new terrain unfolding

with every word spoken

a loud victory

the words burst into flames

the silence

broken

your sisterclan brotherclan

otherclan emerges from the shadows

carved by the same violence

sepsis-poisoned, but speaking

their truth

like you, same-shaped

and strengthened

by numbers

you are not alone

we’re here, too





FOREWORD


I read Speak for the first time when I was fourteen years old. Six months prior I had been sexually assaulted by a boy who claimed to love me, and because my young mind equated shame with guilt, I didn’t tell. I didn’t want to upset my mother, I didn’t want to scare my siblings, but mostly, I didn’t want to be the girl who this happened to. As I was just beginning to define who I wanted to be and how I wanted my community to see me, I could not imagine this moment being part of what made me who I am. At least, I didn’t want anyone else to see it that way. It made sense to me that pretending it had never happened, holding that secret shame all to myself, would protect me from the truth. Nothing can protect any of us from the truth.

The truth is not meant to harm us. It is meant to set us free. When I decided to tell a friend that I had been sexually assaulted, I was certain they wouldn’t believe me. Sometimes people don’t believe you. I’m so glad I convinced myself that wasn’t a good enough reason to stay silent. When I told my friend what happened to me, I was struck by the relief I felt almost immediately. As I told my story, I realized all the emotional weight I seemed to be shedding came from hearing myself say the words aloud. My concern about whether or not my friend would believe me ended up on the back burner, while my heart fired at the sound of my own voice telling the truth. I wasn’t just lighter. I felt free.

Still, I felt deeply alone. Surely I was the only fourteen-year-old in the world who’d had such a cruel crime inflicted upon them. I was not. We are not. I picked up Speak because the cover had a girl with no mouth, and I felt like I knew her. I read the first page, then the next, and the next, truly believing I might have wished it into existence. It was proof the burdens I carried were not the only of their kind and that I was not the only girl to know their weight in the center of her bones. I was not alone. We are not alone.

It bugs me when a person stands in the center of a room, metaphorically or otherwise, and claims to be the “voice for the voiceless.” If my brief thirty years on this planet have taught me anything, it is that every single person has a voice. Every single person has a story. Whether or not they tell those stories is a choice wrapped up in all the complicated feelings that come from asking the world to see you—to believe you—and having no idea how the world will respond to your truth. To share your history, your fears, your ambitions, and especially your failures can often feel like too great a risk to the foundation of your own heart. How many times can you be rejected? Disbelieved? Shamed? How many times can your heart be broken before it wraps itself in iron and steel? The choice to remain silent when you would rather speak has nothing to do with your ability to say what you mean. The words just may not feel safe enough to come out.

This book taught me to speak my life as I lived it and that there was nothing voiceless about me. It taught me to share my history, fear, ambitions, and failures with those who have earned the right to know my heart. I am free to tell my story. I am free to tell the truth.

I have never looked back.

 

Love,

Ashley C. Ford
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