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        What does it feel like to see a friend succeed only to have them dump you?
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        So, here you are, in my head.  My mother once asked me what it felt like to see a friend succeed.  I think she was just trying to make conversation––we didn’t talk much at the best of times, as this comment came at far from a good moment, for either of us.  I hated her all the more for even asking me.  That happened four years ago.  Nowadays, people are probably saying all sorts about me––assuming they even talk about me.  I guess I’ll never know.  People told me that what I could do was a gift––my special secret––but you know what?  It was a curse.

        

      

      Penny Black––yes, her parents had a sense of humour, and yes, her father was an avid stamp collector, especially when it came to the most valuable and highly sought items he so longed to find––was in many ways just your average girl.  Seventeen, not too pretty, not too ugly.  One month she was blonde, the next she would go brunette.  She was one of the tallest in her class, not due to any great height of her own as such, it just seemed a shorter than average group, at least for the seventeen girls who formed part of the thirty-two students with whom she spent most of her teens.

      The college itself was a kind of halfway house between secondary school, which they’d all just left, and university, which most were still eyeing up with some trepidation.  College seemed a natural fit for most there, and it certainly beat having to find a job right away.

      Penny was likeable, intelligent, mingled easily amongst the crowds without being too tight to any one group.

      Some called her a drifter.

      She was outwardly happy, most of the time, anyway.  Certainly, the side of Penn––she was always Penn to all who knew her, as she loathed her full name and the memories of scolding it brought back to her––that others saw would say she was a carefree girl.  But inside, she was far from free.  She was also far from ordinary.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Like everyone, because there’s no escaping your biology, she had a mother and father.  Like most, she now had neither.  Her father––always that, he’d never been a dad to her and certainly not a daddy––had left a few years before.  Her mother, well, she was still around––technically.  We’ll get to that later.

      Penny possessed a special gift, a talent in her teenage years which she had learned through bitter experience to keep secret from others who would otherwise abuse her because of it.  She had superpowers.  Well, Penny had access to them, anyway.  You see, by some twist of fate––there’s much more to it than that, of course, and we’ll get there in time––Penny Black could bestow upon anyone whatever ability, sense or gifting she could imagine.  The only limitation seemed to be her imagination.  When younger, this had been the only reason why she’d only used her powers for basic things––friends being happy, friends doing her homework, the pet cat being able to fly.  Regular, childish experiments and fancies.

      Now seventeen, things had dramatically changed over the last twelve months as she began to experiment and expand.  Out went her mother, who still sat around the place, but Penny did at least have a new car parked on the drive of their modest three bedroomed family home where Penny had always lived.

      Had she thought about it sooner, maybe she would have given her folks the ability to pluck money out of thin air––that might have helped a lot––but they were gone, so it was too late.  She might one day have to use that gift on someone else, however.

      [image: ]
* * *

      As her teenage years progressed, living by herself as she finally was, there were plenty of crazy things that went on within those four walls that she called home.  Penny came to realise the sad truth; with someone who has special powers but can only use them on someone else, it made being able to trust a friend with something so secretive––plus the newly bestowed superpower, whatever it might be––harder and harder.  She’d lost friends time and time again, though had learnt to give some of them the ability to instantly forget what they’d just done, which explained why no one remembered when she’d just made them fly, or breathe fire, or disappear.  She would then always withdraw the gift of forgetfulness immediately––otherwise they would never remember anything, which wasn’t nice.

      So here she is; seventeen and with her life before her.  She could hand out and take back any superpower she could dream up but stood there lonelier than ever.  Far from a blessing, she was realising that such a gift could only lead to isolation and separation from all around her.  Far from seeing all the right she might be able to do, it was purely the wrong connotations of her gift that had dogged her for years.  A growing darkness was building, something she was ill-equipped to deal with, as nothing she did would make her happy, joyful or free from the depression that followed her around like a shadow.  That shadow was growing longer by the year.  She just couldn’t use her powers on herself, no matter how hard she tried; which she had, many times.
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        So now you know.  And you’ll look at me as everyone does––there’s that strange girl Penny with her weird little secret.  It won’t remain a secret for long, of course, not now the world is being told.  However, I’m ready to move on if these idiots will ever let me.  You still know so little.  Will you judge me harshly the more you learn?  Will you turn on me like they all did, those who said they were my friends?

        

      

      Penny might have been born with the super-giving-powers, but they hadn’t manifested during her early years.  They never did.  They developed as she went through puberty.  While most girls her age had to deal with just the physical effects taking place in their body––which she also had to handle––Penny had the added realisation that something altogether different was happening inside her.

      The first time that she ever noticed anything was different was when she was out with her then best friend––like many others since they had grown far apart.  Abbey, a quiet girl who was just a few months younger than Penny, had been trying out a new gadget she’d just received for her thirteenth birthday.  Penny had been at the party at Abbey’s that last weekend.  They lived three doors from each other on the same cul-de-sac.

      Across the road from the entrance to their street was a park.  It’d been an old quarry, long since abandoned, and had been grassed over and planted before construction of the houses had started.  Along one side of the valley with its path, was long grass and a hill, with trees growing half way up; it was a feeble excuse for a wood.  Penny had spent many a day climbing what trees there were––she’d always been an excellent climber––but Abbey was not so active, nor was she allowed to get her new shoes dirty, which had been yet another birthday present from her parents.

      They’d been ambling along the path, talking about nothing in particular––Abbey was going through the list of gifts she’d got, Penny just pretending to be interested.  Penny had given Abbey probably the dumbest of gifts––it was all her mum could afford to buy––and Penny had noticed the present discarded almost as quickly as it was ripped open.  Penny didn’t blame her for this, as she would have done the same.  They hadn’t discussed it at all since the party.  Penny ran her hand through the long grass; the summer had been warm for once, the greenery lush around them, leaving no sign whatsoever that the area had once been just stone.  It was partly the distraction of the lush nature around them, as well as pretending to listen to Abbey as she continued to go through her list, that was the reason they both hadn’t spotted the neighbourhood dog fast closing in on them.

      The dog in question was an Alsatian and an angry one at that.  None of the kids knew where the dog lived––most assumed it was just a stray, and the common myth was that it preyed on little children who had got lost, feasting on their mangled bodies when no one was watching, biding its time until it found its next victim.  And there they both were.

      As realisation set in, both girls let out a scream.  Penny ran for the trees––she didn’t have far to go, could make it there before the dog would be upon her and was a good climber.  The dog, its shaggy and always dirty hair bouncing as it closed in on them had gone after Abbey.  Penny watched perched on the first branch of the tree as her friend ran, the chasing dog some distance but barking aggressively, closing the gap on Abbey with no effort.  Abbey was screaming; Penny filled with dread.  It wasn't the words in her mouth––she never could recall what she’d said if anything––but the feeling in her stomach she would remember most.  Yes, there had been fear and plenty of adrenaline, it had helped her to take flight and climb the tree in the first place, now safely out of harm's way.  But there was something more, too, bubbling away in her stomach.  It was as she watched from that oak, the dog less than twenty metres from her friend and about to pounce at any moment, that it first happened.

      It started with a thought.

      The thought that raced through Penny’s mind in that second had been that if only Abbey could seriously run––much faster than a sprinting dog––then she would be able to get away.  That thought, coupled with the mesmerising feeling bursting through her insides at that very moment, had an instant effect.  Abbey started running as Penny had never seen anyone run before.  It seemed as if Abbey’s legs couldn’t move as fast as they now wanted to, as they now were, but Abbey not only kept her distance from the still charging dog but soon was pulling away.  She was gone.  After just a few seconds, the dog stopped its pursuit.  It was smart enough at least to understand this one was getting away.

      But how?  Abbey was one of the slowest girls in school, and everyone knew it.  She had no aptitude for sports.  How had she, therefore, managed to run away from that dog?  Penny climbed down quickly and carefully from the ageing oak, working her way back along the tree line to avoid being detected by the still present, yet distant, dog and was back to the main road before long.  She crossed over and ran home.

      [image: ]
* * *

      It was only the following day that Penny next saw Abbey.  Neither girl could explain what had happened.

      “I never knew I had it in me, but suddenly I felt I just had to run faster,” Abbey had said through a mouthful of food as they stood in the playground at first break.  “I mean, I’ve never run that fast ever!  Nor have I ever made it that far.”  Penny sat there in silence, watching her friend process everything––her slightly chubby, one-time slowest in the class best friend.  Penny couldn’t help but associate the feeling inside, coupled with her thought to save her friend, with what played out in front of her eyes.  She should have been happy that her friend escaped, but instead, the questions it raised were firmly keeping those emotions shut out.

      Penny didn’t walk home with Abbey on Mondays, as she had dance lessons on those days, which meant she couldn’t continue her conversation with Abbey after school.  Penny’s mum was waiting for her as she got to the school gates, and while glancing back for Abbey, who wasn’t in sight, Penny knew there wasn’t time.

      “Hurry up,” her mum muttered impatiently.  She always resented the timing of the lesson, especially given the school traffic, that made it a rush every single week.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Dancing was one of the rare things Penny did outside of school.  So much of her life revolved around that same secondary school, those same children, that to escape all that, to be a part of something with a different group of girls, was not to be missed.  Besides, she’d been dancing nearly as long as she could walk, and despite her mum’s constant grumbling, she had at least over the years faithfully taken her only child to various groups.  Penny had been a part of the current dance class for two years already, and she’d grown close to the male teacher, partly because he seemed a better father figure than her own poor excuse.  Mr Jenkins had spent his life in ballet and going by the photographs that hung proudly along the corridors of the dance school he’d personally founded; he’d been quite good.  Mr Jenkins was forty-five now, his professional days as a lead dancer long behind him.  He’d been teaching for ten years already.

      “You’ve done very well today, Ms Black,” he said as the lesson finished.  He always referred to the girls by their surname, as charming as ever.  He patted her on the head, her hair soft and bouncy.  They lined up as a troop––there were fifteen dancers in her group––and Mr Jenkins pulled out his camera for the traditional yearbook photo.

      “Lovely,” he said, glancing through the screen to see that there was at least one useable image in there.  “I shall see you all again next week.”

      Penny’s mum was already at the door, in front of all the other mums.  It was time to go.
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        I know I should have been supportive of Abbey’s new skills and I was at the time.  I didn’t know what had happened, really, either.  One minute she was about to be eaten by some homeless, rabid flea ridden street dog, the next she’s running faster than I’ve ever seen anyone move before.  I knew I’d done it to her, too.  I’d felt it happen in me.  Like the first time I had my time of the month––a moment you won’t ever forget.  A moment that tells you from now on life’s going to be very different.

        

      

      School was strange for Penny over the few weeks that followed the incident in the park.  Suddenly Abbey Pigtails (her real name was Abbey Lawrence, but she had always worn her hair the same way since primary school, so most girls called her that behind her back) was the star athlete.  Watching from the sidelines, as if just a spectator to this now discovered superstar, Penny noticed that her ability to have made Abbey run had since caused a whole load of other changes, changes which Penny assumed had had nothing to do with her.  Abbey lost some weight, for one thing, something that would have happened with anyone running as much as Abbey now was.  Abbey seemed to grow taller, too, her legs (now often shown off underneath running shorts) were fast becoming long and thin.  The boys were also suddenly starting to take notice.

      Abbey was getting attention from everyone as she’d never had before.  Penny couldn’t help but begin to resent her, and with the new training Abbey was putting in now that she was on the athletics team, the two friends quickly started to drift apart.  It would be the story of Penny’s life.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Penny threw herself more into dancing than ever before.  In those classes, she found an escape from the world in which she spent most of her life.  She felt free.  No one knew Abbey there, and no one cared about the girl who could run faster than any boy in their year.  It was all about the dancing and Mr Jenkins.  Penny loved the way he’d often compliment her on her latest move, whispering little praises into her ear, which she assumed was so that the other girls wouldn’t get jealous.  He certainly seemed to pay them far fewer compliments.  She was his star, Mr Jenkins had said more than once.  He was beginning to become her idol.

      [image: ]
* * *

      For an early teen student as Penny was back then, her school was okay.  Exams were a few years off, primary school a few years behind.  It was mainly the friendship circles which seemed to cause Penny most of her problems.  She hung out with girls, she hung out with boys, and she hung out with variations of the two.  No one day was ever the same group.  She looked on at those who had stronger connections––the phrase BFF had been born in her school, it seemed––and wondered why it was different with her.  Then again, these other groups never mixed.  There seemed unmarked boundaries that the other girls could not cross.  She had no such trouble, able to speak with whoever she liked, go wherever she wanted.  She was free.

      Anyone looking from afar would have said Penny was a very sociable girl, able to jump in and out of any group at ease.  Indeed, that’s what it looked like from the outside, anyway.  Who knew what was now happening inside her teenage body, as fate was colliding with puberty?

      [image: ]
* * *

      Sports day fell three weeks before the end of the school year.  Suddenly the students of 8W had a star performer in Abbey, something for which Penny was at least thankful that she was in the same class.  White––each class’s letter corresponding to a colour––was sure to win some prizes around the track, as no one could keep up with Abbey.  She had already been given a trial for the County Championships by then, though the actual event would only take place once school finished for summer.

      Abbey soon fell in with the football crowd.  All the cool boys, or so they thought of themselves, were in that group.  Football was by far the biggest sport her measly school did, and the fifteen or so who got to say they were on the school team strutted around like they were playing in the Premier League.  And Abbey Pigtails now had their complete attention, though, given the change in her hairstyle since being discovered, even that nickname would have to change.  Penny now left Abbey to it mostly, often starting to talk to her one-time best friend, only to find one boy or another approach, and she would then leave them to it.  Before long, the two girls were hardly ever speaking with each other.

      The biggest change came when Abbey moved house.  Penny had arrived back from dance on Monday night to see the removal van just leaving.  Abbey had not even said goodbye.  Abbey’s parents had insisted their daughter train at the regional athletics academy each morning, which made it impossible to get there and back on time to school each morning from where they lived.  Just three months after the dog incident, therefore, Penny’s neighbour and one-time friend was gone.  They had long since been avoiding each other at school by that point, anyway.
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        So boohoo, my first friend had moved house––and it had been all my doing.  If I’d just left her to it, she would have been savaged by that dog, and we might have still been in touch, assuming she made it out alive.  Isn’t that the craziest thought.  But I had to try and help her, didn’t I?  I had to step in and mess it all up.  It had to happen to me.

        

      

      The new school year started the first week of September, the thirty-two students of what was now 9W returning, most with interesting tales of summer adventure.  Abbey Lawrence, who had not only run her first County Championships during the previous holiday, she had also won it.  There were already rumours of National trials coming up, though Penny heard these stories only through the grapevine, the schoolyard gossip which usually only ever exaggerated, or twisted, the truth.  In Abbey’s case, however, it was for once accurate.

      Of course, it was.  Penny had inadvertently given this formally clumsy and slightly overweight girl the ability to run.  The London Olympic Games were only a few years away, and there were even growing rumours about Abbey’s chances in such an event on home soil––a once in a lifetime kind of event of which every athlete dreamed.  And there was no disguising that fact now––in all her toned and long-legged glory, Abbey was certainly an athlete.  Penny could barely stand to watch it anymore.

      Penny had other friends in the class and year group, and as the weeks of her third year at that school went by, she did her best to get to know others, too, while never getting overly close to anyone.  As best she could, she avoided those girls who spent their entire time talking about Abbey.  Penny had heard enough on the subject already.

      Her class had thirty-two students, of which she was one, as was Abbey.  That left thirty other boys and girls––the split actually half and half––for her to build meaningful connections with before she even had to consider the two hundred and fifteen others who made up her year group, spread across eight classes.  Then there were the other age groups, though partly because she had no siblings at the school––she was an only child––she knew less of the other years than some of her classmates.  The older years looked down on hers for being too young, and the lower years were indeed too young for her.  She was happy, therefore, with her age group.  She always had her dancing group too, though these had never been friends.  They were dancers.  Friendship and dancing, especially amongst a group of early teen girls, didn’t go hand in hand.  They were competing for Mr Jenkins attention, something that Penny didn’t have to worry about too much.  She was still his star, and her photo was being taken now more than any other girl in the group.

      [image: ]
* * *

      As September pressed on, it was made clear to them all what was coming next year––the start of their GCSEs.  Much of the focus of this year, therefore––including pre-Christmas exams––was in preparation for what was to follow.  Penny had yet to work out the ability to make her pass all her exams with minimal effort; she would get there before she turned fifteen.  The Abbey situation was still relatively fresh, however, and she was new to her skills, still completely oblivious to the full range of potential that dwelt inside her.  When that realisation came, it would already be too late.

      Home life was beginning to get unbearable for the fourteen-year-old Penny––she was amongst the youngest in her whole year and had to wait until the summer to catch up with the others.  Her parents were arguing more and more, and before the year was out––indeed a week before the summer holidays in fact––her father would walk out for good.  Mr Jenkins, her dance teacher, would by then be firmly the sole male role model in her life, though Penny would fail to admit, that he had been performing that role for a long time already, by then.

      The background noise––at worse that was all it ever was––of her parents’ crumbling marriage had already started before the Christmas holidays.  Penny had long since stopped making a list of gift ideas; her mother lacked the willingness to spend the time shopping for, nor had the means to make such a list a reality.  Penny spent more time alone, the absence of Abbey since their parting felt most as the colder weather of winter kicked in.  Two other classmates lived within a few streets of her––both were boys––but besides them, she had very few options.  At least, with winter fast approaching, the talk surrounding Abbey, and her new-found ability to run faster than anyone at the school had ever done before, was starting to wane.  The athletics seasons––even for someone going to specialist training––was now over.  It would start the following spring again.
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        They say Christmas is a time for family––I guess that’s true for most people, but it never was for me.  Mum couldn’t be bothered.  I certainly don’t miss that about her, and will often tell her as I’m driving around town just venting my frustration––wherever she is, I’m sure she can still hear me.  Back then, when I was that early teen little girl who had yet to discover who I fully was, I’d hardly got going with my capabilities.  I never even knew my potential.

        

      

      The second time it happened to Penny was during that Christmas holiday.  It’d been a particularly miserable time.  Her father was away more than he was at home––playing away, her mother would later inform her when it was all in the open and Penny was old enough to hear the brutal truth––but Penny didn’t care.  She had no relationship with either of them, especially the man who’d never been anything but a stranger to her, let alone a parent.  It was as if her being born to him as his only daughter had been in fact a complication, instead of the wonder of life it could otherwise have been.  The older she got, the more distant he became, and the louder her parents argued.

      [image: ]
* * *

      During that Christmas holiday when her gift was to manifest itself for the second time, Penny had woken early with a start, after a rather vivid dream.  The feeling that seconds earlier she had only been dreaming about being in her stomach, however, was still deeply rooted and far from ready to leave.  In the dream, Penny had been making things float.  Small objects at first, but levitating nonetheless.  As she lay there, her eyes open and glued to the ceiling as only someone waking from such a dream could be, she turned her head slowly, as if fearful of what she would see.  Cautious, but certainly excited too.  Every hair on both arms stood on edge.

      She knew it before she spotted it––in the middle of the room, her bedside lamp was floating.  The circle of light itself that was coming from the lamp bounced around the ceiling, as the object swayed a little this way and that.  The cable acting as to anchor the thing, still plugged into the wall so that the lamp was only about a foot or so above her bedside table, where it usually stood, motionless and lifeless.

      It certainly wasn’t resting now, just an inanimate object serving a particular function.  It was hovering.  Floating.  It was bloody levitating, and it was freaking awesome for that fourteen-year-old who felt confused about who she was, and who had just lost a best friend because of what she had inside her.

      Penny sat up slowly, the feeling continuing in her stomach, as she made the connection again between what she was feeling inside and what was happening right in front of her eyes.  She knew she was controlling the lamp somehow, that what she was feeling was manifesting itself inside her bedroom.  She got off her bed and bent down to unplug the lamp, wanting to know how high it would otherwise go, but as soon as the light went out, its power cut off, the lamp fell.  The feeling was still inside her stomach, but the object was no longer floating.

      She tried to concentrate hard for one minute, willing her body to repeat what it had just done and willing her mind to work out what she was doing wrong.  She was desperate to make good use of the situation, not knowing how or why it had returned, everything still so unknown to her as it was back then, but the questions now forcing her to experiment, ideas and thoughts that had been there ever since the Abbey incident with the dog.  Questions this young mind was desperate to have answered.

      Thankfully for her that morning, Penny lived in a home that despite the loud thumping of a lamp slamming back down onto a wooden table, nobody seemed to notice, nobody was bothered.  Nobody was coming to see if she was okay if, in fact, she might have hurt herself.  She didn’t dwell on that thought that moment, however, happy in fact for space she had to keep testing the feeling.

      With the lamp now plugged back in, it’s light illuminating her otherwise still dark bedroom; it once again rose to the height it had been before––limited from going any higher by the length of cord attaching it firmly to the wall.  Penny jumped, the feeling still present inside.  Whatever had set it off in her––she could not now remember anything of the dream she’d just had while sound asleep––must have been a strong impulse.  Penny quickly plugged in her hair straighteners, a prized possession and probably the best, most costly gift her mum had given her, a present for her twelfth birthday.  Switching them on––as nothing had happened when she’d first plugged them in––and with the lamp still floating next to her, she focused on the feeling inside and thought about making her straighteners float as well.  And they did.  Now both the lamp and the GHDs were hovering next to each other above the floor, both anchored in place by their cables, yet both doing something they were not designed to do.

      She was making them do this––was this what she was therefore designed to do?

      “So there has to be some form of energy running through it,” she said aloud––no one was listening, no one at home seemed to ever listen to her anymore.  What she’d done to Abbey all those months before––something that until that moment, she had not been able to replicate, despite much effort––had now happened again, finally.  Both settings had taught her something.  Whatever it was that she had––and she didn’t know what even to call it, nor what it was, besides the feeling she’d come to recognise––Penny realised it wasn’t limited to only humans.  She could control objects, too.  Providing there was some form of energy––lifeblood in humans, electricity in objects––running inside, she could influence it.

      But how far could she take it?  What was possible?  For the first time, she started to dream.  The biggest question that rose that December morning, as the sun finally began to appear, was how she could control and conjure that feeling inside.  It felt far from under control that morning, more like those days an eclipse might happen––something you observed from afar, watching in wonder but far from being able to cause yourself.  But what if she could cause her own little eclipses?  Not in the sky; though the thought was taking root.  She dismissed it; that would cause too much focus on her.

      It was going to be an exciting end to her Christmas and New Year's holiday.  She had one week before she was going back to school, and Penny needed to know more about this gift she had.  She had to learn to control it, to switch it on and off as she pleased.  Like a skilled athlete––she’d seen the effort put in by Abbey, it was impossible to miss, as her former friend was paraded around like some trophy––Penny would hone her skills, grow them and test the farthest reaches of its possibilities.
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        It’s strange now, looking back.  I’d been given something, somehow possessing something I didn’t know how to use, nor of what I was capable.  It was exciting, though.  I remember dreaming of what might be possible.  Of course, I couldn’t tell anyone, nor did I have that option.  For someone people would think of as popular, I was on my own.  Still, it helped me hone and grow.  Allowing others to get too close––as in time some did––would have only held me back early on, maybe got me discovered, even exposed.  What life would I have had then?  The freak with the weird ability.  Penny the witch.  Penny the outcast.  I would show them exactly who I was––not a what, but a who––but on my terms.

        

      

      School started back in the second week of January, the classmates of 9W preparing for yet more exams that were to happen at the end of the month.  The teachers told the worried students that these were to help place them ahead of the start of their GCSEs the following year.  They said the students were to relax, not to feel too pressured, and allow what they knew to come flooding back.

      For the good students––Penny Black would have easily fallen into that bracket had she tried––they had been spending the break revising, swatting up as best they could to prepare for whatever was about to come.  Penny had spent her holiday experimenting, however, making things move instead of studying what she needed to do.  Penny had already come up with one idea, however, something which she was fascinated to put to the test.  She first needed to select the right student, as well as fully understand how to switch on her secret gift when she wanted.  At best it was fifty-fifty by the start of term.  If Penny sat down in that hall on exam day and couldn't get her skills to work, she was in trouble.

      Thankfully for Penny, with the new week gaining speed and the students beginning to get back into a routine, Abbey was far less the subject of everyone’s conversation as she had been in the autumn term.  In many ways she was old news by then and being winter, her season was very much on the quiet, waiting for the start of spring when training would once again ramp up.  Abbey, if it was even possible over such a short break, had grown even leaner over Christmas and New Year––and she’d picked up a boyfriend, too.  The two lovebirds were seen holding hands the first day back.  Jack Ferguson, who was also in their class, was in the school’s football team for their year group.

      Jack had once taken an interest in Penny, she was sure, but whatever that interest had been, his focus was now on the very leggy Abbey; who was the sporting goddess of year nine.
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* * *

      The exams they were taking at the end of the month were limited to just the main subjects––Mathematics, English, History, Geography and the Sciences.  So while these classes spent their time focusing on revision, all the other lessons that month continued as normal as possible.  Penny loathed French, not only because she struggled with the language, but she hated the teacher.  Everyone did.  Had there been a better teacher, maybe Penny would have been a babbling Francophone by now, instead of the bored English speaker after over two years of lessons with Ms Coine.  Coine wasn’t even French herself, the only non-native foreign language teacher the school had.  She’d been there for decades, the rumours went.  Coine had been Penny’s Head of Year also in year seven––the first year of secondary school––and Penny had been brought before Ms Coine no fewer than five times during that year.  It seemed the mutual hatred had started in them both during that year.

      Penny did enjoy Art and P.E., though had gone off P.E. since the emergence of Abbey and those legs of hers––even the P.E. teachers were making a huge fuss over the girl.  Penny liked the main subjects, besides the fact exams were coming in these lessons soon, but Music was very much her thing.  She had a natural rhythm to her, to go along with her dancing, or so her teacher said.  Penny had had a crush on him for as long as he’d been at the school, joining the year before and taking over her music lessons.  Mr Jensen might have been the only saving grace about school life, according to Penny, anyway.
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* * *

      As the final week of January approached, the first exams were about to take place.  With all lessons on that Monday suspended––she would not have Music that day––the three exams she would have was two for English and one for Maths.  It was now time, therefore, for Penny to put her theory to the test.  If she weren’t able to pull this one off, she would be on her own.  Penny might scrape through with a pass, but only just.  However, it was a gamble she felt was worth exploring.  If Penny could master it now, it would make the proper exams she would be taking in two years’ time a much smoother process, her studies in general far less pressured.  She couldn’t fail.

      Her target for the first exam was once more Abbey––Penny had been able to control her once, so felt it was safe to focus on her again.  Besides, Abbey was one of the best in the class at English, as much as Penny now loathed to admit.  Still, she’d given Abbey something special, so it was only fair that she now gave something back, even if she had no idea what she might be about to do for Penny.

      Penny needed to be nervous as they entered the school hall, as she had connected experiencing strong emotional feelings with her ability to control whatever she needed to start inside.  She needed not have worried, however, as just setting out to try it in real life was enough to make the butterflies feel more like baby dragons racing around her stomach.  Penny felt a little sick, in fact, and this had nothing to do with the exam papers being placed face down on each table.  The tables were set out in rows as she’d seen done many times before, the setting meant to give the impression of what to expect further down the line when they were taking proper exams.  Now it was just a trial, they said.  Penny had learnt that much.  Very little weight would fall on the results of these tests.

      Over the holiday, Penny had learnt that emotions played a role in her ability to dive into her hidden gift.  Originally, it had been fear that first time with Abbey––they’d been running for their lives––mixed with adrenaline.  It had been something similar also during that dream she’d had the second time her gift had manifested when she’d woken and seen her lamp still floating.  As the month had gone by, Penny came to understand the connection her body had to the emotions flooding through her veins.

      While the reaction she was after in her stomach could be generated through a wide range of emotions––she’d tried happiness, joy, sadness––fear and nerves were by far the most reliable.  She lacked the opportunity to test out the warmer options such as love and romance.  That would come, in time, and would prove especially potent.

      Penny stood on the edge of the school canteen––the cafeteria was located at the entrance to the hall so that from here, she could see the students as they entered the exam area.  She followed close behind Abbey when the star athlete appeared from the corridor.  While in the past they would have been talking with each other, entering the hall together, now there was only distance.  They spoke very rarely.  It was as if both girls knew their friendship was over––Abbey moved in new circles now, she had new friends and new abilities to boot.  Penny just didn’t fit in this new life, this better life.

      However, Penny didn’t want to sit too far away from Abbey as they took the exam with her theory so untested.  She, therefore, managed to sit directly behind her.  With the exam papers resting on each table, the three or four sheets of printed material lying face down, and final preparations made.  On the stage in front of the students, where three teachers sat––already looking bored––was a giant clock.  They would have one hour to complete this first exam.

      At nine that morning, one of the three teachers on the stage said it was time to start, and a collective rustling of paper was heard around the hall as each of the over two hundred students turned their exam papers.  Most were already writing their names on the top of the first page, as indicated, pens seen working frantically as the students processed what they had to do next.  Penny, however, sat there looking down at her papers but had yet to pick up her pen.  She was doing a test of her own.

      Deep down inside, she was churning over those nerves that were building, trying to force the reaction she was longing for once more.  It helped enormously given that there was also an excitement about doing such a test––something no one knew about, something that would certainly get her into trouble if anyone was to find out.  That added an electricity of its own, the sensation very stimulating, the fear equally present.  After just one minute, the feeling she longed for, however, was there again––she knew she had produced the required condition.

      When she’d been planning this test, Penny had thought many times how she should apply it––she’d done a few tests on people when Penny had woken with the sensation raging, but each was nothing huge––but this was the first time she needed results.  She applied her mind.  Her first few efforts brought no results; allow me to see through Abbey’s eyes, allow me to read Abbey’s thoughts.  No change.  For a moment a sickening feeling was rising in Penny.  What if she couldn’t get anything to work?  Then what?  She would almost certainly fail the exam, especially as she couldn’t do two things at once.  If nothing was going to work, she would have to start the exam before she lost any more time.  Five minutes had already passed.

      Allow me to copy Abbey’s answers.  Give me Abbey’s knowledge, show me what’s in her brain!

      Still nothing.  Panic was beginning to take over, though that seemed only to intensify the feeling inside.  It can’t be about me, she sensed, the first time she’d ever had anything come back like that.  She had to stop herself asking out loud what was meant by it.  She remained silent.  I can’t use this ability on me.  I can’t make myself more than I am.  I can only use this on other things––people or objects, anything with a power source running through them.

      She picked up her pen.  She’d never had any insight like that before, no guidelines on what it was she had going on inside her, yet the more her anxiety grew, the clearer her understanding became.  It was helping her.

      Allow Abbey to have telepathic abilities Penny started.  Immediately Abbey’s voice could be heard in her mind, but that wasn’t the only issue.  Every head in the room seemed to react, some looking over to Abbey as she carried on writing, oblivious to what was happening around her.  Penny tried to remain calm, as the words of the girl sitting just in front of her continued to run through her mind as if being spoken aloud for all the hall to hear.

      Allow Abbey Lawrence to only communicate with me via telepathy and the room suddenly returned to normal, while the internal monologue that was going on inside Penny’s head continued.  Those heads that had been glancing Abbey’s way once more focused on their papers.  Abbey was talking through her answer to question two.

      Penny sat there listening before she quickly turned to the page in question and started to fill in the answers.  It was working.  She was using someone else to complete her exam––all she had to do was listen in, and the answers were being spoken right into her head.  A burst of excitement raced around her––this only seemed to intensify the connection, thoughts and dreams that Abbey no doubt had also landing along with the words.  Penny could read her mind––and there was some fascinating stuff coming across.
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* * *

      An hour later, they were leaving the hall.  The papers collected, and Penny had been able to finish it in time, having to go back and complete the first question herself, which luckily she’d been able to do from what she already knew.

      All around Penny there was noise, though the constant thread of Abbey’s thoughts and words continued to run through Penny’s mind.  It suddenly became distracting, Penny now not sure who was speaking to her, walking past two girls from the class who’d asked her if she wanted to join them for lunch.  Penny hadn’t heard either of them, her mind occupied with not only her own thoughts but those of Abbey too.

      Undo Abbey’s telepathic ability Penny finally said, and immediately the voice flowing through her mind stopped.  Penny was no longer hearing Abbey’s thoughts; her mind was her own once again.  So, she could take away an ability just as quickly as she’d given it.  That was a startling realisation.

      Watching Abbey walking off hand in hand with Jack, Penny already knew one day she would put this latest knowledge about her ability to undo something she’d previous bestowed upon someone firmly to the test.  For that, she would have to bide her time.  Selecting the perfect moment would take patience.
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        School for me back then was a strange time––is it ever not?  Forced to be around people all day––not that you necessarily liked them, they were just the same age and lived in the same area, so you all get lumped together, regardless.  However, I think most of them needed me more than I needed them.  I’d always been independent, and before I learned about this curse of mine, I had very few friends that I would have called close.  That needed to change, if not for the simple fact that I needed new faces around me who I could experiment on––nothing too horrendous, of course, nor too severe––just fresh meat.  Kelly McCain and Jack Ferguson fitted the bill perfectly.

        

      

      As the Spring term started, the students of 9W were already looking forward to the summer holidays, though it still felt too far away.  Exams were behind them.  Penny had been one of the top performers in her year, alongside the usual suspects of regular high achievers.  Around the corridors of the school, Abbey and Jack could be seen walking hand in hand most breaks, or just standing embraced, more often than not connected at the lips, it seemed.  It’d become a familiar, overplayed scene––especially in Penny’s eyes, who’d once had feelings for Jack, but had never made them known to him.  However, some of the girls in Penny’s class knew––they’d seen how Penny acted when the star of the school’s football team entered the classroom––but that was as far as it went.  Abbey knew, too, and stored that knowledge away like someone does when they come across something they aren’t happy with though there is no other way of otherwise dealing without making it visible.  She’d long since stopped hanging out with Penny by that point anyway, and her relationship with Jack was yet another contributing factor.
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* * *

      One girl who Penny had yet to be friends with––friends seemed to come and go for Penn, despite her best efforts––was Kelly McCain.  Penny loathed her, nearly as much as the boys teased her.  Kelly, for one thing, was by far the last one to develop physically from any of the girls in the class and around a group of fourteen-year-olds, this was a big deal.  While Kelly had only just below average height for her age and was not the youngest in the class, she might as well have been––in all other aspects, she was behind.  The girls couldn’t help but point this out––flat chested McCain was started by the classmates of 9W, behind Kelly’s back of course, and it had spread like wildfire throughout the whole year.  It was stupid, immature stuff, but brought groups together who had otherwise avoided each other.  In Kelly, the class and occasionally the entire year had a focal point for their jokes.

      Penny had never really thought through why she didn’t like Kelly––they came from similar financial backgrounds, in that there was not a lot of money available at home.  Much like half the class, then, given the location of the school in that part of London.  However, it was only Kelly who got bullied for not having the latest fashions, for coming to school in what most assumed to be second-hand uniforms and for generally being a year behind the times on nearly everything.  Much like Penny, though she would never have admitted that publicly.  Penny reasoned that if they hadn’t been so focused on Kelly when the spot was still open for the class loser, the tide might have turned against her instead; so McCain was a welcome distraction.  An alternative target.

      Kelly was a bright student, however––she was one of the best in History, taking an interest in things most others just ignored.  For Penny, that had made Kelly her prime target when it had come to that particular subject’s exam earlier in the year, and it was then––whilst listening to her thoughts as Kelly projected them to Penny––that Penny first experienced the hatred Kelly had for most of the girls.  There was a particular dislike for herself, too.  That stung a bit.  Penny couldn’t tell why––she could only read current thoughts, she did not know the reasons behind such thoughts.  It made Penny even more cautious than usual of the girl she now looked at through different eyes.  Careful eyes.
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* * *

      As the weeks went by, Penny kept her distance from Kelly, maybe more so than normal, going out of her way to avoid Kelly altogether.  If Kelly noticed this, she hadn’t let on, though Penny had stayed out of her head ever since that exam.

      Then the message appeared.

      Written crudely in the second-floor girls’ toilets was a love heart, linking Penny to Jack.  News spread quickly as it always did––Abbey was later seen coming out of the same toilet as Penny was entering, having herself just heard the rumour and needing to see the reality.  Abbey said nothing––she didn’t even make eye contact with Penny as she bumped her shoulder hard as she exited.  Now that Penny was inside the cubical in question, there it was, on the back of the door in red ink.  Penny froze.  Why would someone say this, and why now?  It made no sense.  Was it to get at Abbey, who was very much together with Jack, in as much as two fourteen-year-olds can be?  Or was it to get at Penny?

      She had to find out who had done this to her.

      With new rage flowing through her still shaking-with-anger body, it was easy for Penny to control her gift as that week’s lessons continued.  She would first work through the minds of each girl in her class, before moving wider across the year, if needed.  She was sure, though, that the culprit was someone from 9W, and given the location in the girls’ toilets, she could safely rule out any of the boys, for now.

      Abbey had not done it herself––that much was obvious, her former friend still being the first classmate Penny tested.  Abbey was upset by it, for sure, but had not put it there and hated the fact it was there.  Penny listened as Abbey reminded herself how she knew about Penny’s feelings for Jack from before.  Various insecurities came to the surface as Penny snooped, Abbey mulling over much, worried that there might, in fact, be some truth to it all––wondering if Penny had put the message there, and if so, what it all meant.

      Penny quickly moved on––whilst the gift of telepathy was helpful to use during an exam, she felt weird using it just to listen in.  Early teen girls, especially, really did have a lot going on inside, and hearing that twice over––the person she was eavesdropping on as well as her own thoughts––was at the best of times too much to handle for any significant period.

      Eventually, Penny landed at Kelly.  And while Kelly didn’t think it outright during the class that Penny was there listening––Penny wasn’t able to make people think whatever she wanted them to, just listen––it was evident in Penny’s mind that Kelly had in fact been the girl who wrote the message in the toilet.  Penny wasn’t sure who had been the primary target––was it to wind up Abbey?  She was now the most popular girl in the class, plucked from obscurity and once more back on the track, winning more prizes than anyone else.  Or was it to get to Penny, though even if that were true, Penny couldn’t think of a valid reason why that would be the case, nor the timing of it.  She’d never done anything to Kelly, despite avoiding her and despising her from the first week she’d joined their class.
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* * *

      So it had been Kelly who had written that message.  All reason, motive and pondering aside––if Penny could find out why one day, it would at least settle her curiosity––Kelly needed teaching a lesson.  Penny was ready to experiment again, and she now had the perfect person on whom to test.  It had been something she’d been thinking about for a little while, though standing there as she was just outside the classroom, the awareness that someone was standing in front of her suddenly broke her flow of thought.

      “I hear you’ve been writing messages about me, Black.”  It was Jack, wearing a smug grin on his face.  He’d apparently been told, most probably from Abbey herself.  Word travelled quickly around the school so that it could have been anyone, but it was evident soon the whole year might know.  Penny recalled Jack had an older sister one year up––maybe she’d seen it, and assumed it was talking about her younger brother?  He wasn’t the only Jack in the entire school, however.  There was at least another boy with the same first name in her year alone.

      “Piss off,” Penny said, as Abbey looked over, an annoyance more than anything showing on her face, given the fact Jack was now alone and talking to Penny.

      “You should have told me sooner,” he continued as if girls were lining up to date him.  Jack apparently thought a lot of himself, a modern-day Romeo in a school of lovesick Juliets.  Penny just gave him a look that said one more word, and I’ll punch you in the face though as she was looking up at him, couldn’t help but go a little red.  He smiled.  Bending nearer to her, so that his designer waxed hair was just inches from her nose, he whispered.

      “I’m with Abbey at the moment, but let's see how that works out.  Maybe there is a chance for you,” and he winked, mockingly.

      “Go to hell!” she said loud enough for a few students nearby to hear, though they soon lost interest, Jack walked back to his seat as the teacher entered the classroom.  Abbey couldn’t keep her gaze from Penny for the rest of the lesson, when she wasn’t otherwise looking at Jack, as she tried to work out what had just gone on between the two, unable herself to have heard any of the interaction, only going on what she saw.  And Abbey didn’t like what she had seen, her boyfriend whispering something to another girl––and Penny Black, of all people.  The girl who’d most likely started Abbey’s nickname behind her back when Penny first called her Abbey Pigtails.  Well, now Abbey was different.  Now Abbey was the class favourite, her simple hairstyle had gone (the running club had suggested she shorten her hair if pigtails were not to be an option) and she had Jack for a boyfriend.

      For Penny, all that this hour’s class had done was to put two obvious targets on both Jack and Kelly for what they’d done to her.  Abbey Pigtails would just have to wait her turn.
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        Never before that day had I felt so angry.  My insides were like a raging, uncontrollable storm, and now I could strike back.  I was angry about a lot of things, in fact.  My home life was falling apart––my father was weeks away from finally leaving for good.  He never did come back.  I still don’t know where he is.  Mum was in denial and turned even more to the drinks and drugs that had wrecked her marriage thus far.  I had no one to talk to––though I wasn’t in a talking mood.  I wanted revenge.  And Kelly was target number one!

        

      

      Sitting there in her bedroom––a faded poster of One Direction hung a little torn and now shabby looking above the headboard of her bed––Penny had lined up her mum’s plants on the desk that stood next to the wall.  Her mum was out so that she wouldn’t miss the plants for a while.  Penny couldn’t bring herself to test something on an actual person until she’d managed to perfect it on something else––today it was a potted lemon tree that her mother had cultivated from a seed three years back.  They’d got their first proper batch of lemons the previous year––three in total––and the plant had flowered once already this year, with what looked like another eight or so lemons beginning to show themselves.

      They were small and underripe, of course, though that was the point.  Penny wanted to see if she could vastly increase the size of one lemon.  Any change today would be deemed a great success, and Penny was delighted to be testing something meaningful again, her mind fixed on the outworking of her plan, even while the trial was yet to start.  It took Penny a while this time to get into the state she needed to be, as she’d calmed a lot and had to focus quietly until that familiar feeling returned, and Penny could then engage her brain.  Grow, she thought, though initially nothing appeared to be happening, as far as she could tell.  Then, ever so gradually, it started to swell before her eyes.  She couldn't believe it.  The lemon she had been looking at grew until it was full size.  Yellow and plump, it looked completely out of place beside the strawberry sized still green fruits that were otherwise growing naturally.

      She’d done it.  She’d been able to make a living thing grow by thought power alone.  She was going to have some fun with this new found aspect of her gift.  Flat chested Kelly was about to have a huge surprise.

      Penny knew she couldn’t do it during the school day––it’d bring too much attention to the situation, and while that was what she ultimately wanted, she didn’t want eyes looking her way.  She had to remain completely undetected.  And besides, breasts don’t grow huge overnight.  She’d space it out over a week, focusing in the early hours of the day before school started, and working it up over the coming seven days.  By that same time the following week, Penny would make Kelly have the largest bust in the class, all just for fun, as well as revenge.  Of course, some would say Penny would be doing Kelly a huge favour, but a girl like that, going through such a sudden change as she was about to, won’t see it that way.  Penny knew that for certain.  It would put Kelly in a very awkward situation, yet she would not be able to hide the change for long.
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* * *

      Over the following seven days, including the weekend, which fell on days five and six of Penny’s experiment, she would set the alarm for half past six––she assumed Kelly would still be sleeping at that time.  On the first day, Penny was so excited by the prospect of what was about to happen that it took her no time to get into the correct state.  She focused her thoughts onto Kelly’s bust, which seemed a little odd at first, though was very abstract at best, done over such a distance.  She did this in much the same way she’d done for the lemon tree, though this time she would at least allow both breasts to grow at the same rate.  The thought had crossed her mind of doing just the one side.  That would have taught her.  Penny then showered and went down for breakfast.  For once, she was looking forward to her day at school.

      Later that day, if Kelly had noticed anything different, she wasn’t otherwise letting on, and while not obvious to anyone else yet, Penny could tell.  There was a definite change.  By the Thursday––day three of the experiment––it was evident to all.  The teasing had started now as well––it was quickly assumed Kelly was stuffing her top with socks or something.  No one believed her breasts were real.  It was soon not uncommon to hear catcalls during the breaks, as the boys were quickly catching up with what the girls were pointing out.

      Over the weekend, Penny increased the growth, so that by the Sunday, Kelly had the bust size of a grown woman.  At least her mum might be able to lend her a bra; Penny amused herself with as she ate breakfast that morning.  She had one final day to go, one last burst on Monday morning, and the transformation would be complete.  The change from Friday to Monday would be telling; there would be no denying that.
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* * *

      On Monday, Kelly came into school with what looked like two balloons stuffed into her now bulging white blouse––it was a poor excuse at that, too––and Penny laughed as she spotted much older boys stopping in their tracks as the big busted year nine girl made her way to class.

      A few boys had grabbed Kelly’s breasts, assuming they’d find something soft and fluffy, only for each to receive a slap.  After the third such incident that Monday––the teacher had walked into the classroom moments before––strong action was taken.  It was clear to the staff that a significant physical change had taken place––most assumed she’d had implants, which, while only fourteen, wasn’t unheard of––but still the actions of her classmates had crossed the line.  A letter was sent home asking Kelly’s parents to come in and explain the situation.  They were, however, at a loss themselves to understand what was happening.  Her mother had assumed Kelly had been stuffing her top with socks, too, until she had come asking about borrowing a bra.

      Overnight, it seemed, Kelly had become the centre of attention.  It was incredible for Penny to watch what an increased bust size could do around a group of pubescent boys.  For Kelly, who’d gone from one extreme to the very other, suddenly the overly positive attention was equally as horrible as the teasing had been.  She felt like an object.  Even during gym class, as she got dressed into her sports clothes in the changing rooms, she felt the eyes of her peers watching her, as if in total unbelief that any of it could be real.  She kept her bra firmly on––she would be going sports bra shopping with her mother the following weekend.

      Penny couldn’t help but snigger to herself in secret.  She’d done this to Kelly, though wouldn’t be admitting that, nor would anyone have believed her, anyway.  Penny told herself that Kelly had brought this on herself, by targeting her in the first place, with that stupid heart drawn onto a girls’ toilet door.  Kelly had been the one who had taken something that was meant to be secret and had broadcast it around to give others a laugh.  Even if those feelings had once been there, that Penny had once liked Jack––it had been nothing more than a twelve-year-old’s crush on a sweet looking blonde boy––she certainly didn’t feel anything for him now; which made it all the more ridiculous.

      As the P.E. lesson continued––thankfully for Kelly, it was volleyball, and while still not ideal for her new body, she was thankful they had already completed swimming sessions the previous term––the boys would snigger amongst themselves anytime Kelly jumped for the ball.  There was a noticeable wobbling in her chest for a second or two after she landed.  Even Jack was taking a look, much to Abbey’s growing annoyance, though Abbey never said anything.  She just hit the ball as hard as she could, once catching Jack in the face, shrugging her shoulders as if to say I was just winning the point for my team.
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* * *

      It wasn’t Penny who reconstructed the nickname for Kelly before the week was out––who, it was now obvious to all, could clearly no longer be teased as being flat chested anymore––Penny would have been proud of it if she had.  Just seven days after Penny first went to work on Kelly, Penny heard the name used about Kelly––Kelly Implants.  The name spread like wildfire through a dry forest, the girls spreading it mainly through jealousy, the boys primarily through admiration.  No one believed they were in any way natural, though how such a poor girl from a low-life family––though that wasn’t accurate––could afford such a procedure, was a mystery to all.  Some assumed it was state-funded, those children from middle-class families mocking a government who could just hand out their parents’ tax money to someone like that.  An equal mystery was why any doctor would operate on a girl who was as yet not fully grown––which started a wave of fresh and wild speculation.  Maybe Kelly wasn’t able to grow breasts, some said, the operation taken to correct some fundamental physical error in the girls internal wiring?  They speculated what other body parts she might be missing.  Some even joked that maybe she wasn’t born a girl at all––how the name Kelly could go both ways, so maybe that was what had happened?

      Kelly was more the outcast with huge breasts as she had been with none.  What was clear is that no one was making fun of Penny anymore.  The Jack incident was long forgotten––there was a fresh subject to victimise––and for that, Penny was happy.

      Though, for Penny herself, Jack still needed to be taught a lesson.  For all she’d just learnt herself with the change she forced onto Kelly, it gave her some fresh ideas about how to cause Jack trouble.
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        Some things you can’t take back, as I was to learn properly that summer.  When I’d first grown that lemon, it was impressive.  I could farm whatever I wanted, though that was the last thing on my mind.  I now had a way of really getting to people.  But the lemon looked bizarre, and mum would have noticed for sure.  Except, as hard as I tried, it wouldn’t go back to its previous size, because now it had all that extra peel.  As with Abbey, one change set off a whole bunch of other changes.  It did shrink, but the peel was flabby and saggy––I had to cut it off the tree altogether.  I knew, therefore, I couldn’t just undo the breast job I’d given Kelly.  I had the ability, but they would never be the same again and, besides, I was enjoying the reaction that Kelly was getting too much from everyone and not just those in our year, but by the second the entire school.  I think even the teachers were wondering what was happening.  I listened in on one of my male teacher's thoughts one lesson––the dirty little pervert he was.  Kelly had got his attention.

        

      

      Science lessons that May gave Penny her next idea.  They were doing biology, and there was mention of a link made between testosterone levels in men and their actions.  Too much, for example in a sporting context, and it led to aggression, it limited the performance on the pitch and therefore affected the results of the team.

      No one could deem Jack an aggressive boy––what he might have lacked in that area, he compensated for in his actions and attitudes towards those deemed less than him, which was pretty much the entire year group.  What if Penny was to increase his testosterone levels, though, to that of a fully grown man––and a beast at that?  What then of calm, sweet, charming Jack?

      Penny decided to take a slow approach once more as she had done with Kelly and those boobs so that she would build it up over a week.  It helped greatly that the next school football match for year nine was a couple of days after the week’s experiment was up, and there was also then a party arranged for the following weekend.  Penny would get to watch Jack in two arenas, both of which he thought himself a player––the football field and the dance floor.
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* * *

      Penny set her alarm clock for half past six each morning as she had for Kelly’s experiment, going through her now much practised and nearly perfected routine to get into the state she required before seven most mornings.  She then focused in on Jack, giving him the ability of significantly increased hormone levels, meaning his body would create more and more testosterone over the next seven days.  She could only laugh at the thought of what she was about to witness.

      Unlike growing breasts, which were not easy to hide, especially after day three, Jack’s new gift was a little less obvious to spot, though Penny had an idea for what to look.  He was acting more competitive, at least at first, though his attitude changed massively as the week went on.  Penny was fascinated at what might be going on inside Jack and looked up on the internet the effects of high testosterone levels, giggling to herself as she read through the results.  It listed depression, aggressiveness, impulsivity, anger, mood swings, shrinking testicles and a lower sperm count as the biggest problems.  She would have no way of knowing about the final two––though humoured herself at the thought––but the others listed all made sense with what she was seeing before her.  Jack was one day the class clown, the next silent and sulky.  Penny witnessed him through various faces, though only his eyes gave a hint of his now inner turmoil.
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* * *

      When it was the day of the match, Jack seemed even more agitated than ever.  She would make sure she was at the game later––she didn’t have much interest in football and had never stayed late before to catch a game––but this was different.  She was less watching twenty-two players chase around a ball of leather than watching just the one––Jack, a pent up ball of testosterone waiting to explode.

      And he didn’t disappoint.

      He’d never once been sent off the field in his three years for the school team, but that was what happened midway through the first half when yet another challenge came in, and he just snapped, kicking out at his opponent and then receiving an immediate red card from the otherwise shocked referee.  The team went on to lose the game two-zero.  The coach was furious with Jack, though Jack himself had cleared off before the match was over, much to everyone’s annoyance.

      Penny just smiled from the sidelines.  It was the first time she’d ever found a football game remotely interesting.

      When it was time to go, Penny spotted Abbey looking for Jack, it clear she too wasn’t impressed with his performance and subsequent disappearance.  Penny followed Abbey at a distance.  Abbey was on her phone as she walked, presumably in contact with Jack finally and now on her way to meet him and soon, just around the corner from school, in fact, Abbey caught up with her boyfriend.  Jack had been crying, and Penny watched as he just stood there in front of Abbey, head on her shoulder, weeping.  She held him tightly.  Before long, however, his hands were running all over Abbey’s backside, pulling her tighter into him.  Abbey shoved his hands away, though he grabbed her again.

      She slapped him.  He stood there, motionless for a moment, his face red and raging, no doubt his blood boiling.  Penny sensed it could have gone one of two ways, and at the point where she was wondering if it would all go spectacularly wrong, he broke down in tears once more and could be heard through loud wailing saying how sorry he was.  Abbey kept him at arm's length but said she forgave him.

      Penny left them to it––she didn’t want Abbey to see her watching them––and instead made her way home.  It was Friday; the weekend was ahead of them all, the Spring Ball was just a day away.
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        So it appears certain things don’t mix.  Petrol and fire, oil and water, and a teenage boy with a man-sized level of testosterone.  How was fourteen-year-old me to know to what it would lead?  Half the adult life on this planet is a male species with testosterone running through their veins.  They aren’t all rapists and bullies, depressed or happy-go-lucky weirdos.  They all seem to keep things in check.  How was I to know it would be anything different with Jack?  How was I to know I had created a monster?

        

      

      It seemed summer had come early that Saturday morning, the day after the football match where Jack saw red, as each of the students in Penny's year woke up.  Their thoughts soon shifted to that evening’s Spring Ball. The blue skies and warm temperatures were a welcome arrival, though as each person got ready––the boys in mostly hired suits, the girls in glamorous ball gowns––they started to curse the heat.  Why couldn't it have held off another day, at least?

      Those who could afford it arrived that evening to school in hired limos or a parent’s flash car. Penny had no such option, nor did that thought bother her for too long.  She arrived early instead, partly to avoid being seen walking to school––alone and dateless––but mostly so that she wouldn't miss anything.  Tonight was not a night for tardiness.

      As the Spring Ball was a school event on school premises, teachers were present, if only to marshal the building a little.  Alcohol was strictly forbidden, and the students were all underage anyway, not that this fact would usually hinder teenagers during the binge-drinking era of British history.  A full range of soft drinks, however, as well as hot beverages, were purchasable in the canteen, which sat facing the entrance to the hall.  It would be sure to make a roaring trade that night.  The building felt as hot and stuffy as the streets outside.
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* * *

      Penny had been one of the first to the hall. She had her spot picked, giving her a good view of everyone as they turned up.  She spoke to no one.  By seven, all her class had arrived, the boys hanging around in small groups with each other, talking as they scoured the room.  Caught at that awkward age, torn between wanting to get involved and being aware of their peers around them.  Most would not dance with a girl that night.

      Jack was not in that group and came in boldly with Abbey on his arm as only an alpha male could.  If anything, he was more pumped up than ever, and yet looked as handsome as Penny had ever seen him.  She bit back that thought.  She wasn't here to dote over Jack anymore.  It was payback.  She was here to witness the show.  If he could have blown up so easily on the football field, what was possible tonight?  What might happen over the next few hours?

      Even Penny couldn't have imagined how nightmarish it would all unfold.

      The Spring Ball was reserved exclusively for the oldest three years in secondary––as year nines, this was their first time they were allowed to come, and it was for this reason that Penny's year made such a big deal out of it.  While there were students from the older years, it wasn't as well attended by either age group.
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* * *

      By nine o’clock, most had danced themselves to tiredness.  Only a handful of couples remained, and in the middle of them all swayed Jack and Abbey.  Over the last half hour, the slower songs had given way to faster, more intense tracks, and Penny had witnessed an increased intensity to Jack.  Anyone watching could have been mistaken to assume he was on some form of drug––maybe he was––but Penny knew what was also going on inside.  And Jack had no way of knowing it himself, no way of understanding what was happening.  No chance of stopping what she'd begun.

      To Penny's frustration, as the last song finished, and the final half a dozen students vacated the dance floor, the evening had mostly gone without major incident.  There had been a few kicks, one or two fallouts, but nothing that involved Jack.  Nothing that would have shown him up again, giving Penny the revenge for which she was looking.  Maybe he had learnt his lesson after that football match?  Maybe he had mastered how to control what was brewing inside?  Even when another couple had accidentally backed into Jack while messing around on the dance floor, he'd barely flinched.  Had he learnt to control it all so quickly?

      Penny walked with a couple of the boys from her class to get a final drink from the canteen before it closed.  Once outside, the dance now over, it was dark, street lights on so that it wasn’t overly dark and those students who were still there able to see their way home.  Most were being picked up by parents––there were no limos this side of the event.  Penny said goodbye to the two boys she'd walked out with, no one else from her class initially visible, besides Abbey; who she spotted was being led by the hand by Jack, as they both headed up a path that led to a wooded area behind the school.  Penny kept her distance but followed.

      It was darker than she thought it would be under the trees, their leaves now open and forming a shelter from any light that might have been able to reach them.  Penny hung back behind a large oak tree, still cautious of being spotted, as she watched the couple sit down on a log, both Jack and Abbey using the light on their mobile phones to illuminate the area around their feet.  It helped Penny see them so that she could watch them from the darkness.  It felt wrong to be standing there, spying on two classmates, though she couldn't resist the temptation to remain.

      Jack started kissing Abbey, who seemed to return his affection, initially, before his hands once more started wandering down her back and onto her backside, then continuing to reach up the inside of her skirt.  She tried to pull away as he did this, though he wouldn't let go.  She went to slap him, but this time he caught her hand mid-air.

      Penny would never forget the look in his eyes at that moment, the light from a phone capturing the gaze as if it was a photograph.

      What happened next nearly took the breath from Penny's lungs.  She wanted to do something but felt powerless, transfixed by the scene unfolding before her. Within just a few moments, Jack had pushed Abbey to the floor, his hand on her mouth as she'd tried to scream out, his arm then holding her down.  Slapping her hard around the face, so that she went dead still, Penny watched as Jack lowered his trousers and forced himself onto Abbey.

      The rape lasted just about a minute.

      Penny would recall through nightmares the silence that befell the scene, besides the rustling of leaves and undergrowth.  Abbey had remained silent, shocked and scared no doubt, overpowered by force much stronger than she could repel.  Penny could only see Abbey’s long legs as Jack lay above her.

      Then he stood, pulling up his trousers and barely glancing down at Abbey.  He left her and ran back down the path they'd come a few minutes before.  Penny could hear Abbey beginning to sob.  She knew she couldn't shout out, couldn’t call to Abbey and otherwise give away her presence––if Penny had been there all along, why hadn't she stopped it, why had she let it happen?  Instead, Penny backed out of the woods and left by another route, though hung around the school for twenty minutes until at last, she spotted Abbey reemerge from the woods, her dress dirty and stained, her face red with tears, mascara running down her cheeks.  Abbey started walking home, her new house not too far from the school.

      Penny left her to it.

      "Quite a night," came a female voice from behind Penny.  It was Kelly, which Penny realised as she turned to see who was speaking to her.  Penny had not spotted Kelly there that night; her focus fixed on Jack and Abbey.

      "You could say that."  Penny's thoughts flashed back to the woods, the deafening silence of the rape.  "I didn't see you in there."

      "That's not too much of a surprise.  You were rather preoccupied."

      "Sorry?" Penny said, a little at a loss as to what Kelly meant, the girl’s bust hardly contained in her ball gown.  There had been few options in her size.

      "Do you have a crush on Jack?"

      "What?"

      Kelly looked a little cautious for a moment but then spoke her mind anyway. "Or maybe it's Abbey?  It doesn't bother me."

      “What?  No!" Penny said, understanding what Kelly was suggesting finally.

      "It's no sweat with me, Penn, you just spent the whole time watching them."

      "Did not!”

      "Did so!" Kelly said, convincing them both that what she had said had in fact been the truth.

      "It's not what you think, okay."

      "Yeah, sure," she said, apparently not convinced.

      "Did you enjoy it?  I didn't see you on the dance floor?"  Penny knew that much.

      "Got stood up.  Should have known a year eleven boy couldn't be interested in me."

      "Sorry to hear that."

      "As if," but there was a smile.  "See you on Monday," she said, walking away from Penny at that moment.  Penny didn't say anything back.  Her thoughts flashed back to Abbey, who had disappeared down the road during the conversation with Kelly.  They might no longer have been friends, but seeing Jack do that to her was something she wasn't easily going to be able to forget.

      Penny knew she was the reason it had happened.

      A car horn tooted.  It was her mother.  She looked angry like she'd been waiting for ages for Penny to find her, though couldn't have been there for more than a minute.  Penny got into the front passenger seat, her mother driving off with barely a word spoken.  As they travelled across town, the feeling of rage and disgust built in Penny so much so that her stomach was in its transformative state, she focused everything on Jack and undid what she'd done, taking away his man-sized level of testosterone.  Penny didn't care what side-effects it would cause; he'd since given up his right for compassion.  Monsters don't deserve mercy, and yet even as that thought was there, she knew she was the monster.  Penny had done it all.  She'd caused Abbey to be raped.
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        In my nearly fourteen years I'd never seen anything remotely criminal, so seeing one classmate raped by another right in front of my eyes had a profound effect on me.  I know it did.  It also brought home to me the fact that what I could do to others––my gift––could also lead to bad things happening.  Terrible things.  I’d never considered that as possible before the night of the Ball.  But that night also placed in me a disgust as I'd never known before, a hatred directed towards one boy.  A boy with a chemical imbalance, but someone who'd nonetheless decided to overstep the mark so much that he was beyond saving.  I would one day get my revenge on him, though not before I'd allowed this same boy into my world.

        

      

      The school was noticeably different for all of 9W the week after the Ball.  The students of year nine pressed on regardless with their final seven weeks left before the summer holidays could finally begin.  Abbey wasn't in school for the first two days, and Jack was a very different self, more sombre than Penny had ever seen him, as far from the beast of Saturday night as was now humanly possible.  When Abbey did come back to school on Wednesday, there was a noticeable distance she was keeping from Jack and his whole group, which the rest of the class picked up on immediately.  Few voiced anything straight away.

      For a couple who'd been so inseparable, their distance was screaming questions which no could answer.  What had happened?  Who had been the one to end it and why?  And the two people who most expected to know these answers were not speaking about it.  No one would have asked the one girl who also knew, Penny, neither would she have said anything, anyway.

      Penny caught Abbey crying in the toilets once.  She left pretending she didn't know who it was.  Penny felt bad, as if, somehow, she had betrayed Abbey.  Abbey used the return of the athletics season to throw herself into everything like she had never done before and soon that aspect of her life was quite literally back on track.  She ran with a wave of anger that her coaches didn't know what to do with, though her times were already better than the previous season.  Whatever the new drive was, it seemed to be working.  Soon the talk of national tryouts would sweep the school again.  Abbey was one day destined to run for Team GB; it was surely just a matter of time.
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* * *

      By the middle of June, the summer holiday now less than a month away, gossip was spreading around 9W––Jack and Abbey were the hottest subject of all, speculation mounting as to what had happened.  The pair would even avoid each other in the corridor, Jack turning around when it was just Abbey coming towards him, much to the amusement of his mates in the football team.  None of the other boys had yet tried their luck with Abbey––she was very much Jack's girl until they understood otherwise––and besides, Kelly had become the object of most boys fantasies; the chest of Kelly at least, anyway.

      As summer drew nearer, Kelly's tops seemed to lack less and less material, just as Abbey's legs appeared to grow longer and longer.  They were tanning nicely too, something she'd never been able to manage before, though had never been as exposed as she was now––both to the sun and her limbs.
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* * *

      Things changed for Penny on the day of sports day.  Suddenly the star athlete in the class was away––national trials were happening the same week her little school had deemed it wise to host its own sport's day.  9W no longer had the monopoly on running superstars.  Penny was asked to stand in.

      She barely made fourth place.

      "If only we had Abbey running for us instead," someone said.  It didn't matter who, Penny had heard variations of the same sentiment all day.  She was a poor substitute for someone so naturally talented.  A talent that she had bestowed upon her former friend, to save her that day from a dog in the process.  And all for what?  That less than a year later, she would be shunned by her, playing stand in and yet even that wasn't good enough?

      When Abbey returned to school at the start of the following week, all the talk was about her and what had happened in Sheffield––the venue for the trials––and soon the discussion got round to 9W’s dismal showing in the sports day the previous week.  Penny watched as Abbey chatted with some friends, catching Abbey looking over at her: they were talking about her.  Abbey just smirked as she spotted Penny.  Enough said.
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* * *

      Two weeks later, Abbey was on the starting line at the National School Championships, which were taking place nearby on the edges of London.  Most of the school year were there to watch, as well as some teachers.  When Abbey crossed the line in first place, recording a new national record for someone her age, there was already talk about the next Olympics, coming up in London in three years time.  Abbey would be seventeen by then, and a Games on home soil deemed a brilliant target for her development over the coming years.  The school was already looking forward to having their own Olympian.  For the first time, someone other than a football player was making waves in that tiny little school.

      Penny already knew the next few years were going to be vile.  She had long since made up her mind, however, to wait for the perfect moment.  Penny had to knock Abbey down a few pegs, and what better stage to do such a thing than at London’s very own Olympic Games?
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        Abbey Lawrence is someone whom I’ve dwelt on a lot recently.  In many ways, she’s been so central to who I am.  She was the reason I discovered my secret in the first place.  She was the first friend I lost because of it.  Was it because I was jealous of her that I did what I did?  No, it wasn’t.  Did I envy her boyfriend, someone she knew I liked all along?  No, it wasn’t that, either.  I would soon deal with Jack as I would ruthlessly deal with Abbey.  The truth is, I did what I did to her because she had it coming.  She’d brought it on herself, the moment she turned her back on me.  I saved her––I’m sure deep down she knew that too––yet it drove a wedge between us, and as much as I was there, she wasn’t.  She’d become too good for me, too pretty, too successful.  I was wasted on her from the moment she started running.

        Year in year out over those final three years of school, I had to watch her exploiting the gift I’d given her, without the slightest word of thanks from her.  Nothing I could do would ever be good enough.  So judge me however you want, but she had it coming.

        

      

      As far as Abbey Lawrence was concerned, she was the standout girl to come through that year of students.  By the time GCSE’s were completed and A-levels approaching, soon-to-be seventeen-year-old Abbey was a nationally known name in the field of athletics, one of many bright stars of the future expected to break onto the world stage with the Olympics just months away.  Her times had continued to improve, her effort and discipline noted.

      She’d had a string of boyfriends after Jack, though these relationships never lasted too long, training and competitions taking up more and more time, and the boys couldn’t compete.  She had become stunning by this point, long, lean legs, a figure to go along with that, and a winning confidence.  Guys wanted to be around her.

      Penny had not fared too badly, either.  She was an attractive sixteen-year-old, though not in Abbey’s league––few girls now were.  Dancing had been Penny’s escape since before she could remember, and it had got her through such traumas as her father leaving home, so Abbey was no match.  It helped Penny keep in shape too, and the praise and attention of her dance teacher were always welcome.  Photos of Penny hung proudly on his wall; he would always take a quick snap when she wasn’t expecting it, always had a quiet word in her ear.  He never forgot a birthday, which was more than could be said for either parent, only her mum left around to forget her last two birthdays.  Penny had grown close to Mr Jenkins, and that had caused its own level of conflict over the years with her parents, her mum especially.  By that summer, Penny was out of the dance group altogether.  A shock she hadn’t seen coming, and a story for another day.
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* * *

      With year twelve coming to an end, the classes now mixed but friendship circles mostly kept from earlier on in the school, Abbey had her eyes firmly fixed on London and the summer to come.  She hung out with Marlon Howe, a boy who’d been in their class the whole time, and boyfriend number six if the rumours were true.  The truth was he knew she was out of his league, but he did share a passion for running, though for him the school athletics squad was certainly the limit.  Abbey appreciated the company.  He was a friend more than anything, and partly because of that, Abbey hadn’t wanted them to take anything on.  She needed his support and didn’t want him to go the way of all the others, falling by the wayside.

      Abbey was excused the last month of school so that she could take part in a special training camp organised by British Athletics.  Marlon would miss her, though Penny was glad to see her leave.  Penny had dreamt about this moment for years, but now it was nearing, wondered if she could pull it off.  Would it feel how Penny had hoped, or would it be a disappointment?  She remembered that first experiment with Jack and his swift sending off.  That had been entertaining, and she’d certainly had plenty of amusement over the last few years.  But Abbey was always personal.  It had started with her, and until Penny could lay this one down, she would be forever trapped by her past.  In destroying Abbey, there might yet be salvation for Penny.

      A lot was to happen in the summer of 2012, months that would set Penny Black on a course away from which she could not move.

      The school had twenty tickets for the opening ceremony of the London Games, and while three staff members insisted on being involved, including the Head Mistress, the remaining tickets were given to Abbey’s classmates, though somewhere along the line Penny’s name had been removed from consideration.  The excited coachload made their way to the stadium, Abbey herself only involved in the opening parade.  Athletes competitions were not due until the second half of the Olympic Games.  Penny watched alone at home.  She couldn’t even spot Abbey on the screen, as hundreds of British sportsmen and women made their way around the track to great cheers from the biased spectators.  A few times the camera would pick out different athletes, some Penny knew, most she didn’t, but Abbey was not featured.  Penny would make sure that all would soon forget Abbey, and when they did recall her, it wouldn’t be because of her incredible talent.
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* * *

      The following week around the school, there was a lot of fuss made about the ongoing London Games, especially with how well the host nation was doing.  Speculation always moved onto what Abbey Lawrence would be able to achieve when the athletics events started.  She was competing in both 100 and 200-metre events, plus running the third leg on the British Women 4x100 relay team.  Abbey was a British medal hope.

      Penny kept her focus on other things––she’d long since been bored with all the talk over Abbey, a girl idolised by the year sevens, and fantasised by nearly all the boys in the school, from what it seemed.  The longer it all went on, the more Penny knew she could go through with it.  But she would wait until there was the most expectation on her, most pressure, before making her move.
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* * *

      Abbey’s first event came on the third day of August, during a Games already being touted as the best.  Abbey received an automatic entry into the women’s 100 metres, and round one proved no issue for the seventeen-year-old poster girl.  She qualified as the third fastest runner, having eased up across the line as she won her heat.  The 100-metres would be concluded before either of her other two events had started.

      The semifinals and finals were taking place the following evening, on Saturday night.  Primetime viewing and Penny would make sure that it would be an unforgettable night for all.  Penny, glued to the television from as soon as the show began, impatiently worked her way through two bags of crisps and a can of coke until the athletes appeared for the start of the women’s 100-metres.  It turned out that Abbey was racing in the third heat.  She had a middle lane, the commentators noting her fast qualifying time.  Someone then said she was a genuine medal hope from Team GB.

      “We’ll see about that,” Penny spat back at the television.  She went and poured herself a drop from her mum's secret stash of Cinzano.  Alcohol now called for, and it would help her to control what she had inside her, to channel it when the time would come.  And that moment was less than a few hours away.

      It was nearly half nine, Penny easily working through her second glass of Cinzano, when the cameras once again focused on the 100-metres track, and the commentators said the finalists were about to be introduced.  Abbey Lawrence, of Team GB and the only British runner to have made the final, was in lane six.  The crowd gave her a huge cheer.  She’d once again pulled up a little before the finish line in the semis, her place in the final already safe, and had only the fourth quickest time as a result.  Much was expected of this unknown, but fast adored, star.

      Penny sat forward so that she was nearly falling off the sofa.  It was now the moment.  It was what she’d dreamed about for over three years.

      The runners took their marks, the stadium going quiet, even the commentators remained silent.  Penny watched the eight athletes from five nations––the USA and Jamaica having more than one runner in the final––take to their places, before the camera zoomed in on British runner Abbey Lawrence.  Penny could only imagine how nervous her former friend now felt, though didn’t apparently show it.  She certainly felt nervous, and it had nothing to do with the race.  She’d been dreaming about this moment of revenge for years.

      The call came clearly through the TV for the athletes to get on their marks.  Set was then spoken seconds later as the whole stadium––the entire nation, for all Penny knew––held their breath in absolute silence.

      Then the gun fired, and an eruption of noise was met with a surge of energy, as all eight women raced from the blocks, their heads only coming up after the first ten metres had passed.  For Penny, it was now or never.  In ten seconds, the race would be over.  The world would have a new Olympic champion, someone to gloat over, especially if she was British.  Delay anymore, as the runners cleared the fifty-metre mark, the race too close to call, and Penny would miss the moment.

      She didn’t miss a thing.

      I undo the gift of running she thought, something she’d wanted to say for years, the effort as the words went through her mind almost giving a physical release.

      “Lawrence is in trouble!” came the anguished cry from the commentator on the television, a sudden sigh going up from thousands inside the stadium, their disappointment palpable.  A hush came over the television––spectators and presenters alike.  Penny was instantly brought back to reality as the last few seconds of the race unfolded before her, the Jamaican champion going on to retain the gold medal she’d won four years before, Britain’s own Abbey Lawrence dramatically slowing over those last forty metres, coming in last.  She looked distraught.

      Penny just laughed her head off.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Over the coming days, speculation grew as to what had happened.  They confirmed that Abbey had not pulled a muscle, as had been expected, and she was still due to run in the 200 metres which were due to start two days after the 100-metre final.  That would make an interesting Monday night viewing for Penny, and wherever she had gone that day, Penny couldn’t help but listen in on countless conversations that discussed their local school’s superstar.  Most still thought she’d done them all proud.  Penny shrugged those comments off.

      As Monday night’s viewing started, Penny once again was glued to the television.  Without any great gift for running, the first round of the 200-metre heats was going to be spectacular to watch.  Penny couldn’t wait.  During the first race, which Abbey wasn’t in, Penny got a text message from Mr Jenkins, her former dance teacher, asking if she was watching the athletics.  She ignored it.

      It was the fourth heats that most interested Penny, as Abbey made her way out onto the track, still wearing the Team GB colours, still looking the part––tall, leggy and attractive––but Penny knew the engine was gone.  It was all just a shell now; there was nothing inside that could make this anything but a complete failure for Abbey.  A small part of Penny wondered if she’d done enough already, that she'd had her fun and should restore the gift she’d given Abbey, maybe to only take it away again for another final?  The thought that she could use her gift to get Team GB more medals than they might otherwise have got did not once cross her mind.  She wasn’t going to let anyone exploit her that way.

      Abbey took her block, outside in lane number seven, so it was hard to know until the final straight, how far she was behind.  But given that she was just now a seventeen-year-old school girl with no super talent, up against matured athletes at the height of their careers, it didn’t take a genius to know a train wreck was coming.

      It didn’t.

      Abbey Lawrence scraped through as one of the four fastest losers and made it into the semi-finals of the Olympic Games, which were on the following night.  During the day on that Tuesday, the talk around the nation only focused on Abbey, classmates from her school speculating on social media at how far she could go.  Penny was shocked.  The fact Abbey had managed to beat anyone seemed impossible, let alone to then qualify for the next round.  Penny reasoned that the years of training since she'd gifted Abbey, had toned and built enough muscle to still turn Abbey into a decent runner, despite what Penny might otherwise do to her.

      Penny couldn’t help but feel cheated.  She’d waited years for this moment, and yet Abbey was still running.

      Abbey didn’t make the final, though was far from the slowest in the semis, she managed to beat three others.  Her lack of making the final was put down to feeling over-pressured at what was her first major event.  Abbey was not in the team for the opening round of the 4x100 metre relay; the public word was she needed a rest.  The studio commentators, however, were sure it was a stronger team without the seventeen-year-old, who needed a little more experience before being ready for the big stage if she ever was to be.  They agreed that Abbey had had an exceedingly good Games, for a nation already riding very high in the medal table.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Worse was to come three nights later, for Penny, as she turned on the television.  The British women, minus the flop that was Abbey Lawrence, much to Penny’s humour, had made it to the final of the 4x100 metre relay.  The only problem being that one of the four had pulled their hamstring the day before.  Abbey Lawrence was suddenly pulled into the team and would run the second leg of the four.  Penny, as well as the entire school, could only watch in shocked awe.

      The bronze medal that the British women managed to win was put down as one of the most unexpected turns of events, in a Games that had produced many.  Penny sat there feeling sicker than she had done in months, more alone than ever.  She even thought about replying to that message from Mr Jenkins but hadn’t yet sunk that low.  Abbey had won an Olympic medal, and Penny had nothing to do with it.  Well, not anymore to do with it.

      But she knew, even then, even as she watched the victory ceremony that same night, watched as Abbey took to the podium with the three other girls and received her medal, it was not fair.  It should not have happened.  None of it should have done.

      Life wasn’t fair.
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        You might judge me for what I did to Abbey, but I’d done her a huge favour however you look at it.  She’s twice the girl she ever would have been because of me.  She might never have left that park alive had I not done what I did that day, either.  Will she keep running?  We’ll have to see, won’t we?

        You might also have so many other questions running through your minds right now––who else have I messed with, what else have I done?  We’ll get to all that, and we’ll start with how I began, where I came from and what I had to put up with as poor excuses for parents.  You don’t know the half of it!

        

      

      Year twelve, Penny Black and her peers, finished the term and broke up for summer before anyone else saw Abbey Lawrence again in the flesh.  She would return for her final year, along with all the other thirty members who remained from the original class of thirty-two.  One boy would be very much in the news come September, his non-appearance back for the final school year, with A-Levels looming, a mystery about whom few, bar one girl, knew anything.

      It was Penny’s job to make sure they never found out.

      Abbey Lawrence left London Stadium that summer evening a more determined girl, a more humbled runner than ever before.  She sensed something had broken deep inside her during that one hundred metre final when at the midway point, when a medal felt possible, her world seemed to collapse, and those last fifty agonising metres got away from her.  She would have several sleepless nights over the remainder of August where she’d picture the backs of the other seven athletes sprinting away from her.  Some nights, when sleep did come, they’d be looking back, laughing at her.  Jack’s face would often appear there too, those eyes that she’d never forget, his angry face that night after Spring Ball when he’d raped her.

      Abbey often wondered why she’d never said anything.  Had she actually encouraged him?  Had Abbey wanted it all along?  She had felt like she knew these answers for a while, but still had never done anything about it.  Athletics had become her soul passion since that night, and in many ways, Abbey could see a connection between what she had just achieved, and those dreadful shadows of that despicable wood.  It had been her catalyst, the moment when she’d decided she was better than that, better than Jack, better than any of them.  Abbey would show them.  She would make something of herself.  She would never let anyone dictate what she did in the future.

      Strangely, she owed much to that moment.

      It still didn’t do away with what he had done to her.  They’d never spoken about it since, and if anything their lives seemed to move on as if nothing much had happened.  Jack was still at school, still around the sports team, still a catch in his own eyes for any girl.  Penny had been reeled in at last.  Abbey had seen someone post something on Facebook, the two of them shown holding hands at someone's party.  Abbey was well rid of all that.  She would return to school for the final year; she knew that much.  She knew because of that moment in the final of the one hundred metres that there was a ceiling to her ability, a charge to the top having seemed so limitless before that night, where Abbey was able to smash any record or milestone she’d hit as a developing athlete.  The Olympics had exposed her, stretched her too much, maybe.  The question of would she run again, in her mind, was not yet entirely settled.  Yes, she was still good, but she knew she was never going to be great.  London was prime time for her, and she’d been left wanting.  The spark had gone.  The drive just no longer there.  Had she only ever been about winning?  She pondered that thought; success had been so automatic these last four or so years, the competition so thin.

      Studies would, therefore, have to remain.  Abbey was on course for some good results, if she made an effort.  With everything over the last twelve months pushing her focus solely to the Olympics, she’d need to double her efforts to get back on track, figuratively speaking, regarding her studies.  She might still need those grades for future job options, after all, it seemed.  For so long running had been her life.  It’d cost her already her one good friend at school.  Penny was far from a friend to her anymore, though it was a distance formed by silence more than anything else.  There had been very few angry words between the pair, very few words at all, in fact.  They’d simply just seemed to drift apart.

      Her parents insisting they move house to be closer to the athletics academy had been a significant factor.  They’d never liked their Abbey hanging out with Penny, disapproving of the whole Black family as they were.  The absence of a father figure was as much systematic to their mistrust in Penny as it had been inevitable.

      Abbey often reflected on what happened to those two little girls wandering the park at the end of their cul-de-sac, talking through the gifts she’d got for her thirteenth birthday.  She always thought about that dog, the look on Penny’s face as she had spotted Abbey being closed down, and then her legs moving despite herself.  It was that charge, that surge away from the dog to which Abbey always came back.  It’d been the moment that Abbey always pictured when standing on any start line, that moment she visualised as she placed her feet into the blocks and her hands behind the start line.  Just her and that dog, with Penny willing her on from the sidelines.  Always that same moment.

      Except, in London, during that final, this time, the dog had caught her.
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        I get asked all the time now by the girls at school; what’s it like living on your own? I mean, no parents, no rules.  Seems fun, right?  Well, it is.  And it isn’t.  Money shortage, for one thing, was no fun.  I’ve never been able to make it grow on trees, and believe me when I say this, I’ve tried.  It’s not worth the stress!

        But I wasn’t always alone.  It's only the last few years that this happened to me.  Before that, I had a mother and father in my life, to some degree.  We certainly didn’t always get on, but they were there, most of the time.

        You now know all about Abbey Lawrence.  She was what started it all for me in regards to discovering who I was.  But that’s only one story in an ocean of tales.  To answer where I came from, we have to go back further still…

        

      

      Seventeen years ago, the broken, non-existent marriage of Thomas and Barbara Black was anything but that.  They were madly in love.

      Tom worked in finance––that’s all he ever called it, Penny would see him for the last time after fourteen years of growing up with him and still not know any more about what he did.  He worked in London and had married Barb after dating her for nearly two years.  They were both just twenty-three when they rolled up to a registry office in his uncle’s Ford Sierra and officially tied the knot.  They’d been living together for the last year already.  It was mainly a tax advantage to get married.  There were no religious undertones whatsoever in the couple, or their wider family, back then.

      They’d never planned to have children.

      “I don’t care what they are demanding.  We can’t afford it.”  Tom ended the phone call as he walked in through the front door of the couple’s three-bed semi located in a quiet cul-de-sac in the suburbs of London.  Barbara was in the lounge, hearing the end of the call, taking in the tone of frustration that Tom used to return her greeting, and knew once more things were not working the way she’d hoped for him.

      Barbara knew that her efforts to make Tom's professional life successful should have achieved more results, but every attempt she made to try and make him successful never changed anything.  She was at a total loss to explain why, and couldn’t talk to him about it––she’d never told him about her powers, and after all that time, couldn’t possibly bring it up now.  Despite her abilities being as strong as ever on anyone else, for the man she’d loved for so long already, it made no difference whatsoever.

      Tom came into the lounge, the kettle already on in the kitchen.  He kissed Barbara on the lips and sat on the sofa next to her.

      “Everything okay?”

      “The New York office is playing silly buggers again.”

      She’d heard him talk a lot about the Yanks across the sea, never usually too complimentary.  One firm, two very different mindsets.

      They sat there in silence for a while, the kettle coming to the boil finally, and Barb got up and went to make the tea.  It was how it always went.

      This time, Tom followed her into the kitchen, standing behind her as she dropped a couple of teabags into the pot, and wrapped his arms around her waist, his lips pressed against the back of her head.  He always loved the smell of her hair; lemony with a hint of lavender.  An elegant blend of her shampoo and perfume that she used every day.  Something she always made sure they had in supply.

      Barbara turned and kissed him on the lips, before leaning sideways to open the fridge and get the milk out.  He smiled, stepping back to allow her to finish what she needed to do, and they both walked back into the lounge with tea in hand.  No biscuits this week, money was tight.

      Their one big luxury––it was hardly that, and besides, it was an annual gift from Tom’s uncle and aunt––was a season pass for the local cinema.  They could watch any film at any time and made use of that option more than anything else.  They didn’t own a television––there was never much on anyway, Tom would always joke––and weren’t into music as much as some of their era.  It was the big screen that took them to other worlds––better places––and they would alternate between who got to choose the movie each time, seeing as they both preferred very different styles.  The only magazine that sat on their coffee table––it wasn’t technically a magazine but a free giveaway from the multiplex in question––was a film guide, listing everything shown that month as well as a look forward to future releases.  It was a treasure trove of possibilities.

      It was a happy routine.  Three, sometimes four, nights a week Tom and Barbara would leave the house at six and walk the thirty minutes it took to get to the cinema, where their gallery pass would give them access to a VIP lounge before the screening of their choice would start some point later on.  The pass included drinks and snacks.  Without children, without the demands that a family brings, they were free.  It was also an easy meal––if the nachos on offer and other snacks counted as proper food––but it meant they could more readily get through the rest of the week.  Buying food for just three or four home meals a week was a lot easier than for all seven.

      That night’s film had been Tom’s choice––another action adventure.  Barbara didn’t mind, as a bowlful of chocolates would get her through just about anything.

      Life was a steady routine for the Black’s, a simple existence, which wouldn’t have worked for many couples, but fitted them perfectly.  For both of them, each for their reason, the quiet life was all they could have hoped.  Slow and steady.  No need to change anything.  Just the two of them.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Before Barbara got to choose her next film––a chick flick shown two nights later––everything would change.

      “We need to talk,” is all she’d said as she called Tom at work.  “Let’s meet for lunch,” and with that, a chain of events set into motion that neither of them could ever undo.

      Lunch was a simple affair, in a local cafe not far from where Tom’s office was.  Barbara, who didn’t work herself, had travelled up to London to catch him during his hour’s lunch break.

      “What is it?” he asked when they were sitting down.  Barbara looked pale, not ill but far from comfortable.

      “I’m pregnant.”  Tom went white.

      “What?”  Rage was rising in him now.  “How?  I thought we said…”

      “I know what we said,” she boomed, cutting him off, already aware that he’d always stated that they weren’t going to have children.  She got it.  Her getting pregnant wasn’t what he’d agreed on.

      “You’re positive?”

      “Yes, the doctor confirmed it today.”

      Tom placed his glass back on the table––far louder than he needed to do––and stormed out.  The argument they would have that night when he returned home late from work would be explosive.  Their wall of marital bliss had suddenly come crashing down on their heads.
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        I never knew them as ever being truly happy.  It's like being born into a conflict zone––all I knew growing up was war.  I never knew my parents as a loving couple as they were back then, never saw the side of them, nor never once felt truly wanted myself.  I broke in on their little paradise; I know that––my father told me enough times.  I always wondered why they didn’t just abort me––I wasn’t wanted in life, so what had stopped them just getting rid of me pre-birth?  I understand now.  Looking back, it’s like I never knew them at all.  Had I known all this back then, would it have made a difference?  Maybe.  It would indeed have made them both a little more understandable to me.

        But nothing ever got said, not until it was too late.  Too late for them––too late for me.

        

      

      Tom and Barbara spoke very little over the following week––Tom got up early, work suddenly requiring him in before breakfast, and often only came home late.  Barbara spent those evenings––no cinema, as Tom was too late home for them to make a showing––drinking a little, never too much but she was far from teetotal, despite the foetus growing inside of her.

      Not once had Tom raised the subject of abortion.  She’d been anticipating the moment for days already.  She couldn’t think of anyway right in which the conversation might work out in her favour, her secret intact.

      “Let’s walk to the cinema, and talk,” Tom finally said, a full week on from that lunchtime catastrophe and clear to Barbara that he’d finally worked through the connotations.  She was sure the conversation would soon land on the subject of termination and was wary from the get-go.  She would head him off before he ever got there, she decided as they turned the corner at the end of their street, crossing the road to walk through the park that was located there, a slightly longer way to the cinema, but it seemed time for talking was the priority that night.  Neither of them had even checked what might be on that they could watch.  It would never matter, anyway.

      “I know,” Tom said, finally, nearly an hour later.  They’d been having a long discussion––it hadn’t verged into an argument, though skimmed that border often––the whole way, entering the cinema without buying a ticket, their pass allowing them access to the gallery area without the need for a particular film choice.  They’d twice done that before, just eating there when nothing of interest had been available to see.

      It was while sitting down, the sofas comfortable if not known to be a little sticky at times––they always assumed popcorn––but it was clean and fresh that day, far from how their relationship felt anymore.  Cracks were appearing that had never been there before.  The last seven days had been horrendous.

      Sensing the conversation was finally going to land on the one subject Barbara knew she couldn’t handle––the abortion of her unborn baby––she had headed him off.  Catching him off guard, being the one first to raise what she knew he was getting around to, she wanted to be on the front foot.  Kill the idea before he could get moving.  She knew he would demand an explanation.  For that, she had no clue what she could say.

      Moments after he’d come back with a refilled coke and some more nachos, she’d hit him with it.  She wasn’t having an abortion; it wasn’t something they could consider––she couldn’t do it.

      “I know,” he said.

      “You know?”  It was far from the answer she expected, so far from anything she deemed a likely response, that she was at a total loss.  “You know what?”

      “I know everything, Barb, I always have.”

      She choked on her drink, having taken a huge gulp just seconds before, thinking it would have calmed her a little.  Tom was a million miles from knowing everything, and she knew that for certain, and yet the way he said it, the manner of his appearance at that moment didn’t fit with the way she knew this conversation would go.  I know everything rebounded through her mind again as if an echo in a dark cave.  Impossible, she decided.

      “You know everything?”  Skepticism oozed out of every syllable.  She had for too long guarded who she was that she wasn’t going to take anything for granted.

      “I know why you can’t have an abortion.”

      She eased back into her chair.  For a moment she dared to believe Tom had known something about who she was, about the secret Barbara had kept hidden from him, the one man she had hoped she could have told, but it had never seemed right, never seemed sensible.  What they had was too special to risk throwing away over some claim of supernatural powers.  He’d never be able to live with her once he knew.  Still, at that moment, the realisation that he didn’t, in fact, know everything was having an instant effect.  She began to sink into the chair, taking her drink back in her hands, drawing it close to her face, as if she could hide behind the container as if it would once again block out any threat to her way of being.

      He was obviously about to play the women’s rights’ card, that a woman now had the right to protect her unborn child.  A couple of seconds had elapsed since Tom last spoke, everything analysed as he watched his wife recline at the table, drink in hand.

      “As I said, I know why you can’t have an abortion.”  He raised his hand as she attempted to speak, knowing she had no doubt been waiting for this moment, her responses and replies ready, her visible defences already firmly in place.  “I know what it might do to you if you tried.”  Barbara had been trying to speak, her mouth had been open with the words on her lips, but that last phrase had cut her short.  What it might do to you if you tried.  She hadn’t expected him to word it like that.  Did he really know, therefore?

      “I know about your gift.”  Finally, he’d said it.  It felt both releasing and terrifying, the fact he was admitting to her after all these years something he knew about, though also something neither of them had deemed the other person qualified enough to handle.

      Barbara went pale.

      “You know?” she said after a moment’s pause, as she fought for air, her brain demanding oxygen, space, time, anything.  “What do you mean you know?”

      “I know, Barbara, okay, I know.  I know what you can do.  I know who you are, and I know therefore why you can’t abort this baby.  It’s why I never wanted children in the first place.  I knew what it might do to you, what risk it would put you in.  I’ve always known, okay!”

      There was absolute silence for five minutes, neither knowing what to say to the other, both of them occasionally looking at the other but eye contact was impossible to keep, one looking away when the other was glancing up and vice-versa.

      He knew.  The realisation was flooding through Barbara's already aching soul.  He knew, yet he had never mentioned it.  How did he know?  Why had they never talked?  Thoughts raced through her mind like cars at a busy junction.

      Tom had always wondered how this conversation would go, though he’d hoped it would never happen.  Barb had chosen to keep it from him despite the fact he’d known from the moment they met, something that had always been at the back of his mind, a nagging doubt as to why she had never trusted him enough to have confided in him about something so personal.  He understood, however, that it was an almost impossible thing to share.  How do you tell anyone, let alone someone you want to spend the rest of your life with, that you have special powers?  How does that conversation go?  His mother had always warned him to stay away.  It was the last thing she’d said to him before the wedding when she walked out of his life for good.  Not before giving Tom the ability to be unaffected by anything Barbara might try and do to him.  His mother had insisted that if they were to be together, it would have to be a purely natural marriage.

      He’d had no choice in that regard.  His mother had never told him she was going to give him such ability; she just gave it.  As angry as he was with her, he’d never actually resented that fact, however.  He’d come to appreciate all he now shared with Barbara, the simple life they both lived.  A safe world, even if life was hard at times.  Money was always short, but with just the two of them, they could make it work.  They had made it work.

      Now her very life was at risk.  If the baby would turn out to be a girl––the gift only passed from mother to daughter or father to son––their days of marital bliss were over.  Even as a foetus, assuming the child had inherited the gift––the probability was high––every previous attempt to ever destroy the child, even while still in the womb, had always also taken the life of the mother.  Even if an abortion wasn’t carried out, in many ways, it only delayed the inevitable.  The gift passed from mother to daughter––there was no keeping the gift after pregnancy––and the child always, sooner or later, turned on the parent.  It was a part of the chemical makeup of the anomaly.  Most Enchanti––the collective name for those who possessed the gift of enchantment––never had children for this reason.  Some, however, to keep the line alive, had them despite the risk.  Besides, if a mother would have a boy, or a father a daughter, the gift would pass on, but was dormant, unknown.  When that child would then children of their own, only then might it be activated again, assuming the person carrying the gene was to produce a same-sex offspring.  In this way the gift had often been passed on for generations without knowing it, the danger therefore unknown, the secret unspoken, until some poor soul would bear a child, and upon puberty, that child would be able to do unexplained things.  In the age before the internet, when such manifestations would appear, few parents knew what to do with it, knew not that it was in fact in their family bloodline and were often killed by their child before they ever learned of the risks.

      Barbara swore aloud, though it was only the two of them in the room at that moment, the other guests who had been present earlier already left and gone through to the screens, their films no doubt well underway.  Tom took her hand.

      “It’s okay,’ he said, trying to comfort her, though there was something in her eyes.  It was a cross between deep relief that he finally knew––or that she realised he now knew––and betrayal, the fact that he’d never told her, never mentioned he was aware, never let her off the hook for not being able to mention it herself.

      “How?”  Her mind was going over old memories, times she’d used her skills on him––they’d never been successful, or so she’d thought.  Times she’d used them on other people, people he had never been in contact with, people he’d never been around.  How could he know?  What had given her away?

      “My mother.”

      “Sue?”  She couldn’t see the connection until sudden realisation dawned on her like a heavy weight tied to her ankles in a dark ocean.  She was sinking fast.

      “It’s okay; we’ll be fine.”

      “How can you say that!  Why did you never tell me?”  She was angry more than anything else.

      “You never told me,” he said, calmly.  “What was I meant to think?”

      “So you knew all the time.  Did Sue tell you?  But how did she…” but Barbara cut off mid-sentence, the penny finally dropping.  His mother was an Enchanti herself; it made perfect sense.  She had never wanted her son to marry her; Barbara felt more unwanted by Sue than by anything or anyone before.  She hadn’t even come to her own child’s wedding.  “Your mother had powers?”

      “Yes,” Tom said, more sombre than the mood permitted, as if the fact they’d finally been able to share this deepest of secrets with each other––to finally be free of all the lies––was anything but releasing, anything but freedom.

      “That means you carry the gene too?”  The realisation was fully dawning on Barbara.  If she was pregnant with a girl, her own life was at risk.  If it were a boy, then Tom would be the target.  Either way, their child would most probably possess the gift––boy or girl it didn’t now seem to matter; everything was about to change.

      She swore heavily again.  She understood more fully than ever why Tom had always insisted they never have children.  While the risk was fifty-fifty for her, she’d gone along with that wish until her internal clock had got the better of her, and the desire for motherhood––with the chance she would produce a boy and therefore keep their little world mostly unaffected––became too intense to deny.  Now she’d put one of their lives in danger, though did not know that would have been the case, nor who was now at risk.

      “I’m so sorry, Tom, I never knew.”
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        Can you imagine your arrival being like a death sentence to someone?  Whatever I was to be––my parents told me they had never found out before birth whether I was to be a boy or a girl––it would mean almost certain difficulty for one of my parents, all because some stupid gene got given to me.  A gene that would leave me parentless, friendless and hopeless before my eighteenth birthday.

        A curse of a gift in whatever way you otherwise look at it.

        

      

      Life changed dramatically for Tom and Barbara over the next decade, their little girl born to them one cold and wet night, the news bringing with it a sense of foreboding finality.  It was a girl.

      The first few years, seeing little Penny tottering around, were just like any young family’s would have been.  There were moments of laughter, moments of bonding, but always an ever constant niggle at the complexity of what might be living inside Penny.

      Barbara no longer had powers and needed to find work to help cover the bills.  That made her life far more complicated, for the first time as an adult, she had no inside gift to help her carve her passage through life, no way of being able to influence, change or control any situation she wanted fixing.  She became depressed, at times, her mood hitting rock bottom, it seemed, for months on end, the cycles of depression getting longer and more severe as those early years passed.

      By the time Penny was five, her mother was already an alcoholic, and her parents were sleeping in separate bedrooms.  Tom was into his first of many affairs, as the once close couple fell apart at the seams, the forever drawing closer reality of what their little Penny might become was like a foreboding and oppressive black cloud on the horizon.

      One thing Tom had managed to research was the impact that high levels of physical activity had on Enchanti during childhood, which was found to limit, or sometimes eliminate the gift.  It had happened that, in rare cases, the manifestation of the gift during teenage years had been significantly reduced, and in one instance minimal powers at all, so that there had been no risk to the parents in those reported situations.  Information was, however, tough to come across, and even harder to verify.

      Penny was nonetheless signed up to dance classes shortly after her fifth birthday, a girl who had loved to move to music at home, the class deemed a natural fit.  Barbara would take her daughter there herself, her one hope of reducing or eliminating any risk there might be to her in the future, not having any idea if, or when, the effects of being an Enchanti might otherwise materialise, and resenting the fact she’d now lost her powers.

      Mr Jenkins had been there from the first day, greeting Barbara at the door as he ushered Penny into the gym they were to spend that first year dancing in.  Mirrors covered one wall, and Penny glanced at all the other girls who made up the group.  She felt immediately at home.

      “I think she shows incredible promise,” said Mr Jenkins, the dance teacher, to Barbara at the end of that first lesson, in front of Penny, who beamed up at them both, delighted to have been given such praise.  She was already a fan of a man who would spend the next ten years closely working with her, passing on all he knew, drawing her into his inner group, to one day become his star.

      [image: ]
* * *

      It was while leaving the dance studio that day, her first lesson behind her, when young Penny called out from the back seat of the car as her mum drove them home, asking who the lady was that was with daddy.  It was the first evidence to Barbara that her husband was having an affair.  And there was nothing in her power to now do anything about it.

      “She’s probably someone he works with,” Barbara said, not taking her eyes off the couple for the entire time they were in sight.  She only pulled out of the carpark once she’d seen them enter an apartment building, no doubt where the woman lived, as there was no sign of any offices located in that otherwise residential area.  Barbara bit down the revulsion and anger that was eating her alive inside cursed the fact she couldn’t turn that woman into a giant pig or cause her to breathe fire.  There was nothing she could now do, because the child in the back of her car had taken it all from her, and for all she knew, would one day use that same gift against her.  She started to despise her daughter from that day onwards, ultimately withholding the same love and protection that she’d had withdrawn from her by her husband.  Barbara would stop at the off-licence on the way home, and Penny was left in the car with the window open a jar while she popped into the shop for some mummy things.  Despite the protests from the back seat that Penny wanted to come as well, Barbara was out of the car and locking it before Penny had had a chance to move.

      Five minutes later she came back with a bag full of shopping, Penny unsure of what it was, though as her mother dropped the bag into the boot, all she could hear were bottles knocking against bottles.

      Nothing was said for the remainder of the journey home, the car pulling up onto the drive, Penny running to the front door as her mum grabbed the bag from the boot.

      “Go and play in your room,” Barbara ordered her daughter, who climbed the stairs and did as ordered, her mother going into the kitchen, and moments later there was the sound of liquid poured into a glass.  It was a sound that would dog Penny for the next decade.  Her mother the drunk.

      The row that night was the first time Penny heard her parents really losing it with one another, her mother by that point very drunk, her father very guilty and sorry for having been caught out with another woman.  Penny went to sleep, unheard and alone, with the sound of smashing glasses and shouts from both parents.  It would be a familiar pattern for years to come, the earliest memories of little Penny of parents who couldn’t stand each other.  They were only ever sad memories for Penny, ones she would lock away and try to forget.
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* * *

      Over the next five years, culminating in her first major show at the age of ten, Penny found escape in ballet, her mother continuing to encourage the art, despite her obvious challenges.  She was very much still clinging to what the impact all that exercise, all that exertion, might have on her still growing daughter.

      By that point, the dancing group had become a dedicated and disciplined bunch of ten girls, with only eight months difference in age across the whole class.  Penny was third oldest.  She would often stay behind after dance class, as did other girls, Mr Jenkins with words of advice or comfort to bestow on his young proteges, and just before the big show, they were all involved in a dance camp which took them away for the weekend across the English Channel to Paris.  For all the girls, it was their first trip abroad, and their first trip without their parents.

      Two girls would leave the group a few weeks later, after the big show, with no reason given as to why.  That only promoted Penny further, now the oldest of the remaining eight, and by far the most talented, very much the one remaining bright star.

      When Penny asked her mother why her friends had left the class, Barbara didn't tell Penny an answer––if her mother did, in fact, know why she wasn’t saying anything.  It would be nearly six years before Penny would really understand what the reason had been.
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* * *

      As Penny turned thirteen, there was a definite rise in tension within the Black home.  By that point Penny was used to the fact her parents didn’t talk to one another, each with their own bedroom––she had no memory of it being anything but––and with her relationship with her father strained at the best of times.  Penny heard, in yet another bedtime argument she couldn’t help but be made to listen to, her father accused her mother of turning Penny against him.  The drinking was heavier than ever that night, Penny waking the following morning––her father already left for work, her mother still soundly asleep––and made her way to school before her mum was even up, walking with her friend from a few doors down, Abbey Lawrence.

      Hitting puberty caused Penny’s world to turn upside down, and the incident with Abbey in the park just a few weeks later was to change everything for everyone.  By that point, Penny felt she had little relationship with either parent and though Mr Jenkins was someone she adored, couldn’t bring herself to talk to him about what was going on.  Besides, she’d done something to Abbey, and it wasn’t looking like it was working out in Penny’s favour, so she didn’t know what or who she could trust, if ever.

      Penny couldn’t help feeling more and more under her mother’s watchful gaze, as if she was prying into her soul, looking for something, anything, that would give her reason to lose her temper once again.  Penny wouldn’t give her that chance.  She wouldn’t be anything but normal in front of her mother, someone who was drinking far more than was normal or healthy.  Someone, therefore, unfit and unavailable to be allowed to handle such weighty revelations from her only daughter, so Penny would just have to keep it all locked away, all safely kept from her mother’s prying eyes.
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* * *

      “I didn’t know Abbey could run,” Barbara said the day the removal truck had come and helped move the Lawrence’s from their little cul-de-sac.  Abbey's mum told her that they needed to spend more time training, and therefore being located nearer to the Academy Abbey had since been accepted into would mean she wouldn’t be late for school each morning.

      “Abbey's been running for ages,” Penny lied, not wanting to dwell any longer on the fact she’d just had her one good friend from school move away.  The fact her mother had no idea it was even on the cards yet further proof she was more out of touch with her daughter than ever before.

      Barbara seemed to study her daughter carefully that day, always looking for those long forgotten telltale signs.  Had Abbey always been good at running, she didn’t know, though she didn’t look particularly cut out for such a future in the sport.  Penny had been dancing since the age of five, and as such, it showed.  If Abbey had been running for as long, it was far from obvious in the girl’s physique.  The fact Penny seemed cut up about it––she was avoiding talking about the reality that her friend was going––didn’t appear to suggest it was anything to do with her daughter, however.  Penny wouldn’t have willingly pushed away her one good friend.  Barbara let it drop.
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* * *

      Less than one year later Tom Black was to walk out for good.  Penny was not at home when the argument happened, but from all accounts that Penny would hear, it had been as bad as any of the hundreds that had preceded.  Barbara was home during the day––she’d recently lost another job as her drinking once again became a problem she couldn’t keep hidden at work––and Tom had been packing his bags, while Barbara had been at the off-licence for further supplies.  Tom was leaving her and moving in with another woman, someone he’d seen for a few years already and someone with whom he said he was now in love.

      Barbara smashed a few things, called him every name under the sun but was really going through the motions.  She knew their marriage had been dead for years already, had been hanging by a thread just as much as their lives had, as each year ticked by and the looming question as to whether Penny did, in fact, possess the power of enchantment.  The last thing Tom packed was his rare stamp collection, something that he’d been building for years, his love for rare stamps being what had given the name to their only child.  In their own Penny Black, however, they had picked up something just as dangerous as she was rare.

      In the note that he had written––he intended to be gone before she got home again––Tom had given his reasons for going.  It would take Barbara two months from the day he first left actually to read the note, and even then, she couldn’t comprehend what he’d said.

      I can’t stand to see it happen between you, he’d stated in his first show of any meaningful emotion in over a decade.  It’s like looking at a ticking time bomb, except we can’t see if it’s counting down or if in fact it’s even wired to explode.  All I can think about is what if Penny does have the gene?  What that would do to you.  What if the exercise, the dancing, doesn’t make a difference?  I can’t protect you, though nor can I be around to witness it.  Maybe we should have told her, perhaps you still should?  I’ll leave that up to you.  I’m sorry for the hurt I’ve caused, I think we once had something that was special, but something you were prepared to give up on when you stopped taking the pill.  Something you forced upon the pair of us without my knowledge or consent, without knowing the full picture, without knowing that it would be a suspended death sentence for one of us.  You made that choice, and now you have to live with it.  I regret that we had not been more open with each other from the very beginning, that we hadn’t been able to talk about this of all things.  Maybe then it could have been different.  We would have known the sure danger that a pregnancy would cause.  Be careful.  If she does manifest, you have to get out of there.  No mother has ever been able to fix it as far as I can tell.  You won’t be safe.  She’ll be better off on her own.

      Barbara drank so much the night she first read that letter that she didn’t wake up for thirty-six hours.  Penny had spent the weekend at Mr Jenkins, with two other girls from the dance class.  He was ten times the parent that either of her own parents had ever been, a man who was there for her, looking out for her.

      Little did she know back then that he was grooming her, as he’d been doing with several girls for years.  When that would explode, it would once again tear large rivets between Penny and her mother, rivets that would lead to the total breakdown of their relationship, and quicken the inevitable end.
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        I only found that letter after mum was gone, as I rummaged through her stuff, trying to find anything that gave a hint to my past.  I hadn’t been expecting to find that.  It was the first time I realised I wasn’t a freak, that I wasn’t the only one.  And it made me think, if she had it too, were there others?  Others like me, maybe my age, who had this same ability?  Others who possessed this same curse?  They wouldn’t be easy to find––I knew that from how hidden I kept my ability––but one would one day manifest themselves to me in their own unique way.

        As for Mr Jenkins––a name I once praised, but one that now makes me feel sick––how was a young girl to know what he was?  Even after the rumours started spreading about what he did to two of my classmates, my mother kept me there, kept taking me insisting the exercise was good, that I loved ballet and that this was just wild gossip.  But it wasn’t.  He had been taking photos of us dressing and undressing for years––there were twice the amount of images of me than of any other girl in the group––and we had no idea.

        Why didn’t my father protect me?  Why did my father leave me exposed to such a beast, such a lowlife piece of waste as that man?  Where was he?  How could he have abandoned me, left me to him, left me to my mother?  What type of person does that?

        

      

      Penny took a keener interest in ballet during that troubling time of early teens.  Abbey was the talk of her school, a new found athletics champion in the making, and school became less attractive for her during this period.  Home life wasn’t much better, so everything got invested in that dance studio with the seven other members of the group.

      Millie Turner was the youngest member, and partly because of that she was the outsider.  A large part of why that was, was down to the fact her mother was a known faith healer, except she had very little success.  Millie bore the brunt of jokes, therefore, in the class because of her mother.  Being youngest, however, she had less of Mr Jenkins focus.  It gave Penny a person she could work with, the perfect fit for what suddenly became needed.

      It happened on a Monday night in October.  The girls, all nearly fourteen, were now dancing three nights a week, and another big show was just two weeks away.  Training had been intense up until that point, and would not let up until after the performance.  As they were finishing their final routine, Penny fell, hurting her ankle and knee badly, though knew enough, like all the girls did, to not let on.  She hobbled to one side and cried her way to the changing rooms when no one was looking.  It hurt like hell.  She’d torn something severely, and it didn’t feel right.

      The girls followed in ten minutes later, by which time Penny was just sitting there.  If she didn’t move, didn’t put weight on it, she could make it look like she wasn’t hurt.

      The girls got ready, leaving Penny to herself––no one asked how she was doing, and for her part, Penny pretended to be on her phone, deep into a chat message with someone.

      Millie was the last to get ready, and when it was just the two of them left there, Penny called her over.  Millie came and sat next to Penny.

      “What’s up?” Millie said, looking at Penny, someone she admired and wanted to please, glad she was finally showing her some attention.

      “Your mum can heal people, right?”  Millie knew what everyone thought about that, and wasn’t going to be fair game for more teasing.

      “No, she can’t.  She only says she can, and people pay her money.  I think it’s all crazy.”  She seemed to believe it too.  Penny, however, had another idea, something that might come in useful down the years if it was ever needed again.

      “What if she did have some powers but passed them on to you, and you have them too––maybe even stronger than she does?”

      “Very funny,” Millie said, looking disappointed that the conversation had come to this, that her would-be friend was just like all the other girls, taking the mickey out of her for what her mother did for a living.  Everyone in the class knew Penny’s mum was a jobless drunk.

      “No, please, I need you to try,” Penny said, taking hold of Millie’s hand, encouraging her to sit back down, which she did moments later, having seen the genuine nature to Penny’s pleading.

      “What’s wrong?” Millie said, a slight concern on her own face now showing.

      Penny’s mind was working overtime.  She could well just tell Millie how badly her ankle was hurting, though that would risk her touching the leg and Penny wasn’t sure she could manage that.  It would also prove too obviously that Millie had a healing ability, and Penny already saw what that had done with Abbey.  She would lose Millie as quickly as Abbey had left, and that would be no use to her.  So Penny would lie to her, and just as in that exam room where Penny listened in on Abbey’s thoughts via the gift of telepathy, Penny would have to make this also specific to her.  She couldn’t have Millie able to heal anyone else but her.

      “It’s my head,” Penny said after just a few seconds pause.  “I’ve got a headache coming, and I’d love to have you try.”  Penny had been working up the feeling inside her stomach for the last ten minutes, and given the pain she was in, it hadn’t taken long to manifest itself.

      “I don’t know how to do it,” Millie protested, ready to give it all up again and walk away.”

      “Please, just try.  Once, for me.”

      Millie felt stupid even going along with it––maybe all the other girls were secretly listening in, watching a hidden camera or something, waiting to make a total fool out of her again.  Millie instead chose to reach out her hand, to take the risk and help, for the sake of Penny.

      With Millie’s hand resting on the top of Penny’s head––as far away from her hurting ankle as was possible––Penny quickly thought; Millie can heal me of all injuries, pain and sickness wherever it might be in my body just by touching me.  At the moment she thought this, all pain went in her own ankle and leg.  Penny opened her eyes, trying to suppress the joy bubbling up inside.

      “Well, how does it feel?” Millie said, apprehensively.  She had no idea what she was doing.

      “There might be a slight improvement,” Penny said, touching her forehead as if to prod around and check.  Millie looked a little disappointed but soon brushed it off.  Penny, however, felt elated.  She could stand, and was now standing, still dressed in her dance-wear.  Only now did Millie take that in, but put it down to the fact her friend had a headache and probably just needed to rest for a while.  “I’ll let you know how it feels later, okay?”

      “Okay,” Millie said, who was also now standing, picking up her bag.  So this hadn’t been a setup, there wasn't the rest of the group watching through a hidden camera, ready to now burst in on them both, making more fun of Millie than ever?  That was some relief, at least.

      There was a camera, however, that had been taking photos as it always did.  Later that evening, when everyone had left, Mr Jenkins would once again be going through the footage and paused as he spotted the shots of Penny, this gem of a student.  She was his favourite.  Penny also seemed to be crying and in great pain.  She hadn’t moved throughout the next twenty images, as the other girls had arrived, changed and left until it was just two girls left––the last two images on his camera.  One showed Millie with her hand on Penny’s head, and the last one showed the two girls standing, Penny’s face back to her once again brilliant smile, no trace of the tears there had been.  He pondered that thought for a moment, before working back through the photos, saving images that were worth being added to his private collection.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Penny left that session feeling more hopeful than ever.  Her mother said nothing in the car journey home, besides complaining that Penny had been so late, the last to leave as always.  She asked Penny if she’d been kept behind by Mr Jenkins and if he’d done anything to her.  Penny didn’t know what she was talking about and said she’d just been chatting with Millie, who Barbara had indeed seen leaving just before Penny appeared.

      Penny sat in the car and then later in her room once home––her mother had ordered her there, another drinking session about to apparently start––mulling over all that her latest test had shown her.  It gave her some wild thoughts, taking her down new paths of possibilities.  In Millie, she had someone close by who could be called upon when needed.  She’d have to keep it under wraps.  Once Millie tried it on anyone else, nothing would happen––if that happened too much, she’d never want to do it again.  So she would have to persuade Millie that it had to be their thing, their secret, but that she believed in her.

      She went to sleep that night having made long lists of possible future options, people with gifts specific to her, ways of doing things that would ultimately help only Penny.
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        I’d hardly got going with my skills back then, but what I managed to do with Millie Turner after that dance class was another key discovery.  I’d been in such pain; there was no way I would have been dancing again that week or month had she not been able to heal me.  But she had.  I had my miracle doctor, a miracle healer, ready to use if and when I required it.  A part of me became more reckless after that incident, I know it now, looking back.  It was as if I felt immortal, invincible, which for a moment I did.  It was a powerful temptation.

        I’d also done it in such a way that for once, Millie was still around me.  She wasn’t racing off to some academy for the gifted healer, or anything daft like that.  Millie was much the same, really, even somewhat close to me after that.  Was she suspicious that I’d made it all up, fearing I’d lead the group against her?  I don’t know.  All I cared about was the asset she now was to me, the first piece of a future me centred puzzle.

        

      

      During Penny’s fourteenth and fifteenth years on planet earth, her own internal emotions and moods mirrored those of her home life.  Her parents’ constant arguments, their ups and downs, fell in sync with her growingly stronger mood swings, though she did her best to keep the real extent of this side of her from her mother, who never seemed to take her eyes off her daughter, given a chance.  She was always watching Penny when she thought Penny didn’t know, which was ironic––Penny would have loved to have had her mother there for her as a fourteen-year-old; however, the drink bottle had robbed Penny of that privilege.

      At best, her mother was a spectator, looking in on her teenage daughter’s life as one does from the stadium seating, always at a distance, always thinking they are part of the action but never actually joining in.  She was just one of the crowd.  Penny felt like the opposing team, standing on hostile soil.  She’d always felt that, knowing that in fact, her arrival had been unwanted.  Up to that point, Penny had never worked out why.  What she could do, the powers she now had, for the first time, started to fill in the blanks.  Did they know?

      Why take the risk, she told herself for the hundredth time.  Why be even more the outcast she already felt, though the truth was, she had freedom.  More freedom than most in her class and that was saying something.  There were a lot of lowlifes in her measly excuse for a school.
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* * *

      “Talk to me,” Mr Jenkins said after yet another disappointing training session.  Penny had messed up all her parts, things didn’t seem to be coming together at all, and she’d stormed out of the dance hall five minutes before the end.  Now it was just the two of them, alone, the other girls having got themselves ready, leaving Penny to her thoughts in the corner before tentatively saying goodbye to her and scurrying away.

      “I don’t know what to say.”  She went silent for a while.

      “Here,” he said, pulling out a wrapped gift from a bag he’d been carrying.  “It’s for you.”

      “What is it?”

      “It was a gift for your fifteenth birthday, though you never came around to mine this year as you have in the past, so I saved it.”  Going round to Mr Jenkins’ house anymore had been forbidden months ago by Penny’s mother, with no reason ever given for why that had to be.  “Go on, open it,” he encouraged.

      Penny tore at the wrapping paper, glad for the distraction, happy for the change of focus that only an unexpected gift could do.  She opened the box, the clean white material of a new dancing outfit filling her with awe, as she ran her hands across the fabric, the silk-like cloth as if liquid through her fingers.  Underneath the leotard was some underwear, which Penny pulled out from the bottom of the box, examining the knickers and bra set.

      “I thought it would go well with the new dance-wear,” he said, not looking at Penny at that moment, his eyes on the clothing still being worked through Penny’s fingers.

      “Thanks,” she said, throwing it all back into the box together.

      “You don’t need to tell your mum about the gift, she’ll only feel she owes me something, and she doesn’t.  She won’t understand.”

      “It’s okay, I won’t say.”  That much was evident as she wasn’t telling her mum anything nowadays, so would add it to the list.

      “Very good,” he said, tapping her on the knee with his hand as he stood up, squeezing it before letting go.  “Very good.  Well, I’ll leave you to it.  Would love to see you try it on one day, to see how it looks on you.”

      “The leotard, you mean?” Penny said, as her teacher made it to the door.

      “Yes,” he replied, with no conviction.

      Penny stuffed the new items into her bag, hiding it underneath her dance clothes she’d used earlier, and threw the box and wrapping paper into the bin before she jogged out of the changing room and went to find her mother.  Barbara was the last one left in the carpark; the only mother sat there wondering why her daughter was always so slow to go.  They hardly said a word to one another.  Barbara was doing all this driving back and forth so that her daughter could have her dance lessons so that the potential effects of being an Enchanti could, if possible, be avoided.  That was the only reason why she kept up with it, making sure Penny kept moving, kept working out, kept her focus.  She just hoped the wild rumours about the teacher were nothing but disgruntled former students, not good enough to carry on and making up lies to cover up their failings.

      Still, for all that it put Barbara out, her fifteen-year-old was still clear.  She’d been only thirteen herself when it had first happened.  Two whole years younger than her daughter now was, and it had been obvious to so many other people in her case that she’d been different.  She would surely know, therefore, if Penny was manifesting.  She would be able to spot it.  While her husband––she could hardly call him that, they’d not slept in the same bed together for ten years despite living under the same roof for that decade––wasn’t holding out much hope on either of them, this was all she had left.
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* * *

      “What’s this?” Barbara screamed later that night, as she collected the dirty washing together.  Penny, as always, had failed to clean out her gym bag and inside her mother had found the two leotards, and a new set of underwear, still with the shop’s sales tags.  It was the wrong size, too.

      Penny froze.  She knew instantly the mistake she’d made.

      “What?” she replied, regardless, as if there was nothing to discuss.

      “Where did you get these?”

      “Someone left the leotard in the changing room, and I picked it up so that it wouldn’t get lost.”  Barbara threw the white leotard to Penny, her hands holding firmly to the obviously new underwear.

      “I’m not talking about the bloody leotard; I’m talking about these.  Where did these come from?”

      Penny didn’t have an answer, smart or otherwise, that came to mind.  Her insides were running laps, it seemed, her special powers as present as ever.  Make mum forget all this.  Make mum not be able to see the underwear.

      “Well?”

      “Well, what?” Penny said, still willing with all her might inside.  Make her forget, make it all go away.  Penny’s eyes were focusing on nothing, in particular, her concentration in another place, though it was clear nothing was working, it was all not affecting the woman still standing and gazing at her, mouth now open, the underwear she was holding dropped to the floor suddenly.

      “My God, you do have the power, don’t you?”

      Penny stood transfixed at what her mother had just said as if a rabbit in the headlights of a speeding HGV, no possible escape, certain death just seconds away.

      “I don’t know what you are talking about, mum.”

      Barbara swore loudly.  “Don’t mum me.”  She swore again.  “All this time, you’ve been using it, haven’t you?  Haven’t you!”  She was shouting now.  Penny didn’t know what to say; no words seemed suitable, nothing she could say would explain anything, nothing could help.  She was lost and exposed.

      Barbara walked into the kitchen, opened the cupboard and produced a wine glass.  She then bent down to the bottom cupboard––the booze cupboard––and lifted up a bottle of vodka.  Penny didn’t know her mother’s drinking habits had moved on from just wine.  She’d not noticed the hard stuff before.  Barbara poured herself a glass and downed half of it in one go, while silence dominated the room, the only sounds being of glass on glass, bottle to the worktop and her mother’s deep sigh as Barbara pulled the half-full container from her lips, the liquid doing what was intended.  She walked into the lounge.

      “Follow me,” is all she said, her previous rage seemingly quelled by the drink she’d just had.  Penny slowly moved into the lounge too, a few paces behind her mother, sitting on the sofa opposite once her mother had taken her usual place.

      “Tell me, Penny, tell me finally.  I’m right, aren’t I?  Can you do things?  Impossible stuff?”  She took another sip, Penny for all her talents, for all her secrets, lost for what to say, or how to say it.  The truth, for Penny especially, had been for so long something she had to hide, something she had to deny.  It was her secret, her gift, and no good could come of anyone else knowing, and yet that was now not the case.  Her mother knew.  “Of course,” her mum said before Penny had answered, her mum sitting back in the sofa, realisation flooding her mind as the vodka thinned her blood.  “The Lawrence girl.  Abbey.  It was you, wasn’t it?”

      “Yes,” Penny said, quietly.  Finally, she’d admitted it, spoken it out, dared to mention it to someone.  Anyone would have done, but it now felt right talking about it with her, with her mother.  The full comprehension of Penny’s answer seemed to do many things to her mother at that moment.  There was relief at being told the truth, understanding that her daughter was honest with her, and an absolute finality as if it only confirmed her deepest fears.  That her yes had been anything but good news.

      “What it is?” Penny asked, her mother still silent, glass now empty, as she took in the change in her mum’s now pale face.

      “It’s nothing, dear.”  She stood up quickly, back in the kitchen but talking as she poured another drink, so that Penny just waited, her mother then returning to the sofa mid-sentence, as if her actions of taking more vodka, of leaving the lounge, hadn’t happened at all.  “It’s something me and your father have wondered about since the moment you were born.  Wondered if you would, in fact, have something different about you.  He always knew you would.  I still lived in the hope that you wouldn’t.”  She was sitting down again now.

      “Hope that I wouldn’t?  Why?”  She waited for her mother to finish the slow sip she’d just taken of the colourless liquid.

      “I just didn’t want you to be picked on, not to fit in.  I wanted others to like you.”

      “Like me?”  She’d always felt hated and unwanted by her parents, her mother especially––she just felt abandoned by her father, the bastard––so it felt now rich coming from her own mother’s lips the fact she wanted Penny to be accepted, loved even.

      “Darling, what you have is different.  It’s hard to fit in.”

      “How do you know what I have?”

      “I think you know,” and she did.  Somehow, as if a faint echo from the ocean floor, Penny sensed something that had always been there, the truth that her mother had been just like her.  She also realised why the minor things she’d tried on her mother over the years had never worked, that only something major would.  She pushed that thought to one side, for now.

      “You were like me when you were younger?”

      “Yes, I was.”
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        That day was probably one of the single most defining days of my life, so far, and in regards to my relationship with my mother, arguably the most important.  Two days later it would be my father who would have his day, an equally permanent impression that was to change everything for me in much the same way my gift had.

        We had talked like we hadn’t talked for years that day on the sofas.  It felt incredible at the time like a heavy weight had lifted, though the more we talked, the more depressed my mother seemed.  I couldn’t help escape the feeling, even during those initial moments of pouring out my heart, opening up my secret to the woman who bore me, that something was wrong.

        Mum was scared.

        

      

      It was the day after Penny had finally told her mother the truth, a sunny Saturday morning.  Penny had woken earlier than normal, freedom and lightness to her spirit that she had never known before.  Maybe, finally, everything could be right again at home.  She could talk to them both, share this side of her that she’d kept locked away.  Maybe there was hope?

      As Penny finished breakfast, there was still no sign of her mother––the empty vodka bottles next to the bin telling Penny all she needed to know.  It didn’t bother Penny, as she would be spending the day with Millie later anyway, her dance class friend due around within the hour.

      Showered and ready, Millie walked up the front driveway right on schedule and Penny had the door open before Millie had had the opportunity to ring.  Penny didn’t want the chance that the doorbell would wake her mother.  Let the woman sleep it off; she’d had a big shock.

      The two friends walked towards town, very little money to spend on, but enough to have some fun.  Millie knew a boy who worked at the local cinema who said he’d be able to sneak them both in if they each first kissed him.  The girls had laughed together when Millie had tentatively repeated the demand.

      “So you did feel better that time?” Millie asked a little while later, the conversation finally landing back to what she most wanted to talk about again.

      “When I had a headache, you mean?”  Penny knew perfectly well about what her friend was asking.

      “Yes.”

      “I did, Millie, I really did.”

      “It’s just that, mum said, she doesn’t think I have the gift.  It’s never worked on anyone else since.”

      “Maybe it’s just me then.  Maybe it only works on me?”  They both laughed and seemed to leave the conversation hanging there for a while, neither then saying anything, both processing their thoughts on the subject, but both would ultimately leave their conclusions unvoiced.

      “So what do you want to do today, besides the cinema?” Millie said.  They’d agreed to go and catch a film later after Millie decided the boy was cute enough to kiss.

      “How much have you got?”  The money would always be a limiting factor, but Penny was delighted when Millie produced a ten-pound note from her coat pocket.  “Wicked!  Where did you get that from?”

      “I took it from my dad’s wallet.  He had loads in there, for some reason, so I don’t think he’ll miss just one of them, now, do you?”  They laughed again.

      The rest of the day they spent going in and out of shops, before buying an ice cream from the van that sat on the high street and then chips for lunch from the Fish and Chip shop.  The cinema would follow––and a shocker for Penny––as it was classmate Jack Ferguson, the boyfriend of Abbey Lawrence, who was Millie’s connection at the cinema.  He didn’t work there, as Penny soon realised––he was just fifteen like she was––but knew how to force a door and had been there waiting for them for about ten minutes Jack said, as he kissed Millie on the lips and then stood to face Penny.

      “Well?” he said, a smile just showing behind his otherwise blank expression.  Neither had made it clear to Millie that they knew each other.  Penny leaned forward to give him her cheek, but he went for her lips instead, kissing her briefly––his breath smelt of popcorn––and Penny was allowed in as well.  Both girls smiled at one another.  “So what are you watching?” Jack said.

      “None of your business,” Penny replied for them both, and they turned, laughing louder than ever and disappeared into the female toilets.  Penny had always had a crush on Jack, and despite his recent attachment to Penny’s former best friend Abbey, that crush hadn’t yet gone away.

      During the afternoon Penny said goodbye to Millie and walked back home, entering her cul-de-sac and hearing angry exchanges even from that distance.  Her parents were at each other again.  Her mother was awake, and her father had returned home from whatever business trip had meant he’d stayed away over Friday night.  She knew before even getting to the driveway that the argument this time was about her.

      “I knew this was going to happen.  You should have told Penny years ago!”

      “How could I have done that?  It would not have made any difference.”

      “It might have, you have no idea.”  Her father sounded desperate.  “There might have been some hope?”

      “After all this time, you still believe that?  You’ve not lived like that since the day I told you I was pregnant!”

      “Because I bloody well knew nothing good would ever come from it.  You have to leave.  Immediately.”

      “And abandon her, just like that?”

      “Don’t talk like you care for her more than you love a bottle of bloody vodka!”

      She slapped Thomas around the face, hard.  “How dare you say that to me.  Where have you been?  It’s been me who has had to raise her, me who has taken the time to drive her to dance lessons, to put up with that pervert Jenkins and despite my reservations, encouraged her to continue with the dancing.  What have you done for her?  What have you ever done for her?”

      There was silence for a moment, so much so that they both heard the front door closing, something Penny had tried to do stealthily, but the sudden break in shouting had caught her out.

      “She’s home,” her father could be heard in a much quieter tone, still loud enough for Penny to hear.  How she loathed him all the more at that moment.

      Penny went straight upstairs.  She didn’t speak to either parent for the rest of that day.
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* * *

      Sunday seemed like an entirely different world, the unruffled calm after the previous night’s storm.  They were all driving to the countryside, together, the plan was to have a picnic while the weather was still beautiful.  Penny couldn’t remember the last time they’d done such a thing, the last time the three of them had done anything together.

      They stopped at the supermarket just a few miles from home, Barbara getting out of the car to buy what they needed for the picnic, Thomas staying behind the wheel, with Penny in the back seat.  When it was just the two of them, Barbara having disappeared in through the main doors of the shop, Thomas turned around in his seat and spoke to Penny.

      “About yesterday, darling.  I don’t know what you heard…” but he trailed off as if he didn’t know what more to say; as if thrown by the reaction on Penny’s face to the term darling coming from his lips.  It had felt as foreign on his tongue as her expression had been one of confusion.

      “It’s nothing.  I didn’t hear what you were arguing about anyway,” Penny lied.  Thomas knew the whole street probably heard it all, let alone his daughter.  Today was not meant to be about that.

      “I’m sorry, okay.”  Penny took in a breath.  He’d never said anything like that to her before, though a million things were racing through her young mind at that moment listing the things he for which he could be sorry.

      “For what?”  Her question caught him off guard.  He apparently knew the list was long, too.

      “I’m just sorry.”  What compassion there had been moments before for him––very little, but some, which was a start––in Penny drained away as quickly as it had appeared.

      “Oh, I get it, so you aren’t really sorry at all.”  She turned to look out of the window, still no sign of her mother appearing again from the shop, which would surely signal the end to this sorrowful ordeal.

      “Listen, today isn’t about all that.  It’s about us as a family.  Give it a go.”

      “Give it a go?  What, playing happy families?  What exactly does that look like?”

      Her father seemed rather taken aback.  “I meant to give the day a chance, that’s all.”  He couldn’t help but show his anger at the comment about playing happy families.  There had been anything but happiness in his home for far too long, and the guilt that he felt for his role in that was more than he could bear at that moment or any moment after that.

      Three minutes of silence followed, before Barbara emerged out through the doors again, a bag of shopping in her hand, as she came around to the boot.  She dropped the bag in––for once the shopping didn't entirely consist of glass bottles of varying strength alcohol––and then she got back into the passenger seat.  Without anything more spoken, Thomas turned on the engine, and they continued their journey, driving forty minutes to somewhere Penny hadn’t been to since she was five.

      By three that afternoon, the picnic mostly finished, the food plentiful and the conversation reasonably encouraging, Penny could have pinched herself at the change that twenty-four hours could make.  Maybe the fact Penny had finally told her mother the truth had changed something for them all?  Even as those thoughts were there, she couldn’t help but recall her father’s words the day before, spoken in anger to her mother when they didn’t know Penny was listening, urging separation not togetherness, division not unity.

      Not far from them was a river––a ford ran across it and for those drivers who trusted their cars, the three Black’s would watch as each car made the crossing, every time the car sending a small wave in both directions.  Earlier, they had instead taken the little bridge that stood next to the ford, as most drivers did.

      Before they left, her father suggested they hire a rowing boat from the nearby lake house, and the three of them climbed into the small wooden boat, as Thomas rowed them gently around the lake.  Penny would recall this moment for years to come––sitting there as she was at one end––her father rowing, with what seemed like not a care in the world, her mother sitting behind, but engaged in them all.  They were a family, at long last.  Penny didn’t know what to do with the emotions that the moment was causing her to have.  Happiness felt like a tourist in a country that only knew war.

      As they later made the walk back to the car––Penny would spot her parents holding hands ever so briefly, but they soon seemed to catch themselves, her mother, in fact, the one to pull away.  To anyone watching, they were just an average family, a close unit of three spending a pleasant day together.

      Penny would never understand why, but everything would change by the end of the following day.
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* * *

      Penny was at school that Monday while Thomas and Barbara talked at home the next morning.

      “For a moment yesterday I could have imagined us all working it out together, I could see us being maybe happy again,” Thomas had said as the conversation swiftly transitioned into no man’s land.

      “Could have?  You don’t see it being possible?” Barbara jumped in, picking up immediately on his changed tone, his careless phrasing.

      “We can never be free, Barbara, not now we know the truth.”

      “This is what you’ve wanted all along, an excuse to run off with that whore you’ve got stashed away!”

      “This has nothing to do with anyone else,” Thomas said, though his eyes gave him away.  “She could kill you; you know that, right?”

      “Just because it’s happened before, doesn’t mean it’ll happen again.”

      “It’s how it always goes, sooner or later!  And you know perfectly well what I’m talking about.”  She did.  The truth was, Enchanti children with high powers always turned against the one who had passed them the gene––daughter against mother, son against father.  Most were accidents, one thing or the other.  Enchanti children couldn’t have control over their parent––though the father or mother no longer had the gift themselves, the fact they’d passed it onto their offspring somehow blocked its power from generally influencing them.  There was one exception, and this was often happened upon by chance when the child would get more creative in their thoughts, wondering why nothing simple was working with their parents and getting more imaginative.  Anything that killed would work; that was it.  Parents had been crushed, squashed, drowned and burnt alive, all accidents, most of the time, all terrible tragedies that the children could do nothing about––this one curse, once enforced, could never be undone.  In cases where parents had talked with the child, being open with them about the threat, the dangers, sooner or later they had taken the chance, anyway.  Some wondered if it was just curiosity––if, in fact, they didn’t believe it would work, as nothing else had.  Others speculated that there was something in the gene that caused the child, the recipient, to turn on the gift giver.  There was no medical research to support any of this––such people were far from the public eye, most choosing to live and operate in normal life, as best they could.

      “I’m scared,” she finally said, though tears were not going to be allowed, she’d vowed that much.  Tom had long since lost the right to such an emotional display.

      “So am I,” he added, the first sign that he’d ever really been afraid of what might happen to Barbara.  “But it’s all fake, isn’t it?  We can never be a real family, and especially not now.”

      “Why not?”  Barbara still couldn’t think of a reason why he’d just want to give up.

      “Why not?  Because we still have her living under our roof.  I can’t live my life wondering when it’s going to happen, wondering if I’ll come home from work or wake up one morning and find you’ve simply gone.”

      “Gone?  I’m not leaving, Thomas.”

      “Of course you’re not.  I mean dead, okay.  Dead.”  The word bounced around the room for a moment, as if they were in a doctor’s office, told of a terminal condition.

      “But we’ve had this knowledge ever since she was born.  Nothings changed.”

      “Everything’s changed, Barbara.”

      “How?”

      “We know for certain.  Penny knows we are aware, too.”  He stood up, pacing around the lounge for a few moments.  “If you aren’t going to go, I’ll leave.  I can’t live here just waiting for it to happen.  You have no right to make me do that.”

      “Make you do that?  I’ve not made you do anything, ever.  You’ve always done whatever you suited!”  She stood up to confront him, though turned away as she got close.  “I’m not abandoning her, Thomas.”

      “But you have no choice.”

      “I have every choice.  So do you.”

      “No, I don’t.  I’ve made my choice,” and with that, Tom left the room.  Barbara stayed in the spot she had been when he left the room, just listening.  Listening as he climbed the stairs, listening as he paced around his bedroom, listening as five minutes later Tom was coming back down the stairs, a thump thump thump of a case being dragged behind him as he made it to the front door telling her that he was leaving.  Tom was out of the door before she’d left the lounge, which she did, running through the still open front door and calling after him.

      “That’s it?  You’re just going to walk away?”  He paused, standing behind his car––the one family car––before opening the boot.

      “I can’t live like this any longer.”  He lifted the suitcase into the boot and shut it again.  “I’ll sort out another car for you this week, I promise.”  He walked around to the driver’s side and opened the door, tears in his eyes.  “I’m sorry.”  She said nothing to him as he drove away, leaving her alone on the doorstep.  She’d later find the letter he’d left for her on her bed.  She went to unpack the shopping.  It hadn’t mattered what she’d said to him or what they’d felt, he’d already made up his mind to go before she had gone shopping, already started packing, no doubt.  The letter proved he had planned to run away before she had ever seen him again.  The coward.  The bastard.
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        Arriving indoors that night after dance class, having been told by mum on the way home that he’d left was such a bitter moment.  After all that we’d done the day before––the day proving nothing but false hope––to have him then just leave and without speaking again to me.  It was wrong.

        I blamed a lot of things on my father, for which he deserved, for sure.  The thing that most hurt––his absence, the fact he wasn’t there for me, wasn’t protecting me in the way a dad was supposed to––was about to first rear its ugly head in my entirely innocent little world.  My hatred for my father was put on hold.  I hadn’t seen this disgusting excuse for a human being coming.

        

      

      Penny’s mother’s drinking was suddenly no longer reserved to just nights, as she was on an around the clock drinking binge that seemed to have no end in sight.  It had been one week since Thomas left her for good, and all Barbara could do to numb the pain was to drink.  She tried, anyway.  Nothing really could make any difference.  And despite hearing Penny come and go, despite knowing her daughter could well be hurting too, Barbara couldn’t handle it, deciding instead to avoid all human contact for the foreseeable future.

      Penny processed her feelings as best she could.  She didn’t have alcohol as an escape, nor did she need it.  She had her powers, and she had a whole school to try them on.

      With all that was happening between her and Abbey at the same time, plus a growing number of the other girls in her class––including flat chested Kelly McCain––Penny soon lost herself in that world.  She would make fools of several of them before the year was out.

      Penny had wondered if Millie Turner’s healing abilities could deal with issues of the heart, and had pondered talking to her about it several times.  She decided not to risk it––she didn’t want anything that would show Millie she had such a gift.  She didn’t want to lose her friend.

      During this time, they started hanging out more and more.  Penny hadn’t told her, she hadn’t told anyone in fact, about her father leaving, nor that she had a now permanently drunk mother.  She kept it all locked behind her, as if every time she left the house, closing her front door, those problems could be left behind too, locked away and awaiting her return.  No one else need know.

      After school that Monday, Penny was due to meet with Millie, and they would then walk to their dance class together, but Millie had received a message from her cousin.  He worked as a junior officer in the police.  Jenkins had just been arrested at his home.  He wasn't meant to be telling anyone, as it was far from public knowledge.  He warned his cousin to stay away from the studio as police would be arriving there later.  When Millie asked her cousin about the arrest, he replied that Jenkins was charged with possessing indecent images of underage children.  That was how the local news channel would announce the story later that same evening; both girls would be watching the television at Millie’s house.

      Before that, Penny had got in touch with some of the other girls from the group, chat messages flying back and forth to multiple people.  The word paedophile got used in several texts.  Millie's cousin would then confirm that Jenkins' arrest at home followed complaints and a tip-off––he didn't have access to who had made a complaint––though there was no mention of the dance school.  Penny had an idea.

      “Let’s go to the studio anyway, see what we can find.”  She was already beginning to dread what there might be, but he’d been such a strong character in her life, such a role model, that even these allegations––and she didn’t fully understand what they all meant––were hard for her to believe.  It was all a big mistake.

      “We can’t,” Millie said, still holding the phone that her cousin had been texting her on.  “The police will be there soon, he said, and besides, it’ll be locked, won’t it?”

      “Sometimes it’s not.  Other groups use it too,” Penny said, which wasn’t true at all.  Penny, however, had already thought that one through.

      Twenty minutes later as they neared the building where the girls had spent the best part of ten years dancing, all the time with their beloved Mr Jenkins teaching them, Penny had no trouble getting her emotions flowing, her stomach racing, her gift unlocked.  Make Millie able to open any door as if it was unlocked she thought, adding ten variants of the same thing to be doubly sure.

      “Try the handle,” Penny said casually, having dropped a few steps back so that it was Millie who was first to reach the building.  The door opened.

      “Hello?” Millie called, stepping into the dark hallway.  If anyone else was there, it certainly didn’t look like they were.  There was no reply.  Both girls walked to the main studio, but it was empty.  They checked the changing rooms, Penny going through the motions for Millie’s sake, knowing full well no one was there.  She was just glad there was no alarm––having been the last to leave many times, often with Mr Jenkins himself walking out as she did, she knew he never set the alarm.

      “I guess he just forgot to lock up,” Penny added, once it was evident both changing rooms were empty, lights switched off.  No one else was in the building.  “Try his office.”

      Penny, again, was deliberately ten steps away from Millie when they had approached their trainer’s office, so that it was natural for Millie to turn the handle herself, the previously locked door now just opening to her touch.  Penny’s mind filled with all the ways she could use Millie’s latest talent to make lots of money.  She shelved those thoughts for the time being, as they walked into his dark, empty office.

      The walls were covered with photos of the groups he’d taught over the years, and both Millie and Penny gazed at themselves in all ten group photos they’d been in, starting when they were just five years old.  Nothing on the walls seemed out of place; mind you, Penny had not expected anything to, either.

      His desk drawers were locked as Penny tried them, Millie still standing looking at the photos on the wall, so that Millie hadn’t noticed Penny walk across the room and test the drawers.  Penny moved to another wall, further enabling Millie with the gift of opening anything locked, as well as being able to guess a password, which Penny added for good measure, seeing the computer on the desk, and wanting Millie to be able to gain access.

      “Try the desk,” Penny called over to Millie, who turned around and walked across to it.  Penny heard the sound of the drawer opening and went to join Millie.  She switched on the computer.

      “What are you doing?” Millie asked.

      “We need to find something that will help Mr Jenkins,” Penny said, not sure what else to say.  She wasn’t sure what they were doing, but something inside her told her they would soon find what they needed to find.  Inside the drawer, there was not much, though there was a stack of photos that hadn’t made the wall, mostly of girls on their own.  Penny featured more than anyone else.

      “The computer needs a password,” Millie said, as Penny was aimlessly flicking through the pile of photos she’d picked up.

      “What do you think his password would be?” Penny said.

      “How would I know?  It could be anything!”

      “Guess,” Penny said, still not turning around.  Millie looked up at the wall above the desk, a large poster displaying a Russian based ballet dancer, the banner above the man’s head stating he was the best the Mariinsky had to offer.  Millie took in the man’s name and typed it into the computer.  Seconds later, it opened.

      “I’m in.  He used that man’s name,” Millie said, pointing up at the poster, excitedly.
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* * *

      Half an hour later both girls were walking back out of the studio, Penny having cleared everything up, pulling each door shut behind her.  She heard the lock in each door click back into place each time, something missed by Millie and they moved in silence.  There were no police cars there yet.  What they’d discovered on that man’s computer would haunt them for weeks.  His internet history told its own tail, but it was the folders on his desktop that were most concerning.  Photos from inside the changing rooms, images of both Millie and Penny––amongst 1000s of others––getting dressed, standing there in their underwear.  They both felt sick.

      It was all true what they were saying about Mr Jenkins.

      As best as she could remember, Penny undid the abilities she’d given Millie as they continued on their silent walk.  Neither girl knew what to say, both having seen images and scenes they’d never known before, an element of their innocence taken from them suddenly, just as much as Mr Jenkins’ prying had robbed them of dignity.  Penny removed Millie’s ability to open any locked door, to open any locked item and to know Mr Jenkins’ password––she had at least been specific with that one.  For good measure, she thought; remove all abilities that I’ve given to Millie so that she is back to normal before adding; give Millie Turner capacity to heal me of any sickness, illness or wound.   Millie had to retain that one, special gift.

      Both girls went to a cafe in town, ordering a milkshake and sitting down facing one another, though neither girl could make eye contact with the other.

      “He’s an evil man, isn’t he,” Millie said after a few seconds.

      “Yes, he is,” Penny said.  She felt violated and abused.  Anger raged inside.  She would hurt him.  She would destroy him.  How could he have done that to her?  She thought he was a good man, a father figure when she needed one.  He was a monster.  She’d make him pay.  She would get him to suffer for what he’d done to her.
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        Some people deserve mercy, others, like that monster, don’t.  I’d eventually find a way to get to him.  It wasn’t as easy as I first thought, as I had no idea what I was really up against.  Once I did, revenge would be swift.

        Suddenly I had no one.  My father was gone, and Mr Jenkins was a fraud.  I was at an age where I needed a male role model.  Soon I’d take whatever attention I could get, and that didn’t help me either.  We’ll get there, I’m sure.  I’m not proud of any of it.  I should never have been in that position, however.

        He should have been there.  He should have protected me.  Isn’t that the job a father does––isn’t that why dads are so special?  It seems I was never meant to know.  Mine was gone.  And my mother had gone to pieces as a result.  I know she blamed me.

        

      

      News of the arrest had become national news after just a few days, the evidence that the police were to go on to find at the studio damning proof of the man’s guilt.  Thankfully for Penny, no one at school had made the connection with her and the man in question––no one knew her well enough to know she’d been dancing there since the age of five.  Due to the nature of the crimes, there were no names used in any report, so Penny and her dancing secret were safely locked tight.

      Still, every time she would walk up to a group and hear them discussing the local pervert, Penny would be reminded of those images, in that office, on his computer.  Reports showed that the police had found the hidden camera in the changing rooms.  The man’s trial was set to start in a month’s time, while the police continued to gather evidence.  Being huge news for that part of the country was sure.  Penny was dreading it.

      Police would later knock on the door of her home––Penny spied them from her bedroom but kept hidden––her mother too drunk to have heard it.  They walked away, this time.  There was no car on the drive––the replacement Thomas had promised had still never materialised.  Penny was sure the police would be back.  Reports in the paper suggested they found two sets of girl’s fingerprints in Mr Jenkins’ office––the assumption being that he’d done things to them in that room, though Penny was certain it was from when she and Millie broke in.  As far as Penny could remember, no one was ever allowed in his office.  She now, feeling disgusted, knew why.

      The discovery of Mr Jenkins’ hidden life had put a pause on the friendship of Millie and Penny, not for any other reason than it just was an unspeakable connection, a taboo subject.  Neither knew how to deal with or handle what they’d seen, nor what it meant for their relationship with each other.  At least Millie had a dad to whom she could turn.  Penny envied her friend more than ever.

      While an absent father was painful, having a mother who was home but absent was an altogether different proposition.  Barbara spent nearly as much time crying as she did drinking, which was saying something.  Penny assumed her tears would be pure alcohol by that point––there couldn’t have been any other liquid, besides the drink, left inside.  That meant Penny couldn’t have any friends back to her place during these difficult months––that hadn’t happened for nearly a year, anyway.  Everybody knew that Penny’s mother drank.  Abbey had been the last friend that Penny had had over to play, back in the time before it all changed.  Penny stopped herself reminiscing too much.  It couldn’t change what had happened.
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* * *

      As summer arrived, the school now over, the trial of Mr Jenkins was underway.  They rarely used the first name, and Penny wasn’t sure she ever knew it, though finally the J initial that sometimes got added in front of his surname was confirmed to be for Jack.  Jack Jenkins.  A special officer from the police, a female from the local station, had spoken to Penny and asked her about anything unusual concerning Penny and her dance teacher that might have happened.  From her comments, they made a written statement, but they didn't expect that Penny would be required to attend the trial.

      Penny was surprised it had even made it that far.  She’d been spending each night dreaming up new ways to hurt, ways to kill, him.  Make him crap razor blades, make his throat refuse to swallow, make his body retain water.  She had tried anything that would inflict pain and agony on her former dance teacher.  She would wake each morning expecting to hear news of his unfortunate death, but there was nothing.  Nothing she ever did seemed to make any difference to him.  Penny couldn’t explain why that was.  Maybe because she had once held such affections for the man, idolised him at times––maybe that was why?

      Barbara had sobered up, somewhat, by the time of the trial.  She had been called to give evidence, as had all parents of the remaining eight girls who made up his class at the time of his arrest.  Most damning of all would be the two families who’d taken their girls out of the group a few year’s previous.  The courtroom, which included Barbara who was sitting on the balcony listening, would hear how he’d sexually assaulted the two girls on that trip to Paris, making them sleep in his bed with him one night.  There were gasps from the jury at that revelation.

      “Did he ever do anything to you?” Barbara had demanded to Penny that night when she came home.  “Did he touch you where he shouldn’t have?”

      Penny didn’t know what to say––she knew the man was now a fraud, a fake––a monster––though hadn’t, thankfully, ever done anything like that to her.  She would have liked, however, to say yes, he had.  He touched me all the time, made me swear never to tell you, swear that I’d get in trouble and never become a real dancer if I talked to anyone about it.  She thought about saying that to her mother but had realised that would have then involved her in the trial.  She didn’t want to be anywhere near that place.

      “No, he didn’t.”  Her mother seemed relieved.

      “Thank goodness for that, then,” she said.

      The trial lasted just two weeks.  Jenkins was convicted of multiple counts of sexual crimes against children, as well as the grooming of young girls, and was sentenced to a maximum of ten years in prison, though would have to undergo a full analysis if he was ever to released.  He was to remain on the sex offenders register indefinitely.
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* * *

      With the trial over, Penny spent much of the remaining month of the summer holiday by herself.  Her mother had returned to drinking.  Penny would often go to sleep hearing her mother crying over how it was all her fault, how she should have stopped it, shouldn’t have forced Penny to keep dancing.  It was during one of these outbursts that Penny heard her mother say she’d heard rumours.

      So her mum had suspected something was going on and kept taking Penny there, anyway?  Before the month was out, the food would run out––there was plenty of supplies of alcohol, but it seemed no money left for anything else.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            9

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        There are so many ways those next two years could have gone, yet I didn’t see it going like this.  How was I to know I couldn’t change what always ended up happening?  How was I to know I couldn’t fight my DNA?

        

      

      Home life for the remaining two Black’s over the next twenty-four months was to settle, somewhat, after that summer.  Barbara went on her first session of rehab and managed three months sober.  She was able to get a job during that period––the money needed to run the home, put food on the table and make ends meet, but it came at a cost.  Soon she had enough to repurchase alcohol.  The cycle repeated itself.

      Penny had taken a newspaper round.  It gave her a little pocket money each week, which proved enough to buy the essentials for school.  Without the cost of dancing anymore, nor the need to run a car, money did go a little further than it ever had before.  There were also only two mouths to feed, not three.  Neither spoke much about the absence of Thomas.

      What they talked about even less were Penny’s abilities.  It was as if there was some unwritten code that because it was Penny’s secret gift that was at the very core of the family’s breakdown, it was a subject that they could not discuss.

      But Penny was sure her mother was desperate to talk about it.

      Penny pushed through her exams numbed more and more by the silence.  She felt an outcast, sensing that what she could do was not appreciated by her mother.  It was as if Penny had the plague.  Penny resolved, therefore, to keep it from her mother as she had before.  True, her mother now knew––both her parents understood a hell of a lot more about it all than Penny did, and that would have been helpful had they talked.  However, because of the silence, because of the lack of any meaningful connection, Penny was made to feel like she was dirty, unclean.  Possessed.

      The whole ordeal with Mr Jenkins had not helped her feeling dirty, either.  It seemed to Penny that Barbara had never been able to look at her daughter quite the same again.  She was always disapproving of Penny’s choice of boys, not understanding anything her daughter was doing, not seeing that she was in fact no longer a little girl.  It was as if she’d ignored the fact Penny was now sixteen.  Some of Penny’s classmates were having sex already––or so they were saying.  Penny laughed so much about it the day she’d read their thoughts.  Not one of the boys who boasted they were having sex had ever done so.  It seemed lots of people liked to talk the talk, but they were all full of rubbish.

      Still, the fact she was of age, didn’t appear to have made her mother’s radar.  She guessed, seeing as she was not old enough to be sent out to buy more alcohol, there was only so much use Penny could currently be to her always falling off the wagon mother.

      Then, a few months before Penny’s seventeenth birthday, it suddenly all changed.  As if coming to her senses, as if realising she had been living with a girl that possessed extraordinary abilities all of a sudden, Penny’s mum started asking for help.  Penny, you can change this, Penny you can find ways to get us money.  Give me this ability, give me that one.  Make me stop drinking.

      “I can’t, mum, nothing works on you, I’ve already told you,” Penny said.  A lot went unspoken.  So you have been testing on me, trying to hurt me, trying to get rid of me?  Bitch.

      “But there must be some way.  I mean, look at us.  We’re living like peasants.  We haven’t got anything, can’t go anywhere.  I need to be able to find a job.  I need to be able to earn some money!”

      “Then stop drinking!”  Penny lost her temper.  It was always the same, always came back to the same issue––her mother was a terrible, hopeless alcoholic, and until she realised it herself, there was no helping either of them.  However much money Barbara might have or earn, Barbara would just spend it on drink.  She would soon lose the job she had from whatever employer had been foolish enough to assume Barbara could do it.

      “I’m trying.”

      “You’re trying?  How many bottles are there in the bloody kitchen, mother?”  They both knew there was half a dozen; all purchased that morning.  Some effort her mother was putting into stopping drinking.

      “Just do something for me, Penny, please.  Do something for us.”

      So it had started, her mother had finally realised she might be able to get something from her daughter, might have some value and use for her after all.  Penny wasn’t going to be used by anyone ever again.

      “I can’t.”

      “That is rubbish, and we both know it!  What you are saying is you won’t.”  She hadn’t been, but she realised it was also that.  Maybe there was an indirect way of helping, seeing as nothing she did on her mother made a difference, and Penny had never been able to do something for herself.  But even as that thought came, she knew she couldn’t do that, either.  Her mother had never really loved her, and her father never wanted her.  Why do something good for them now?  Where had their protection been when Mr Jenkins was viewing secret images of her, taking photos of her, patting her leg.  Where were they when he was buying underwear for her?  They were distant, removed.  They didn’t care.  Well, now she didn’t care either.
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        I can’t help but blame myself.  If I’d never told my mother what I could do, if I’d never given into her questions, maybe we’d all still be together?  Maybe it wouldn’t have all changed, and I wouldn’t have done something that I would ponder for the rest of my life––something that despite trying to undo multiple times during my lowest points, I couldn’t.  What I was about to do would remain that way forever.

        I wish I never confirmed to my mother that I had the gift, and I wish I had talked to her about the shame, the emptiness I felt following the revelations about Mr Jenkins, as well as the painful absence of my father.  I wish I’d done a lot of things differently.

        

      

      As those final few months came to their dramatic conclusion in that otherwise quiet and unassuming cul-de-sac on the edge of London, Penny became more focused.  A chasm had opened up between her and her mother, something she felt there was no control over, something so unmovable that it might as well have been the Grand Canyon in real life.

      After the months of growingly more hostile confrontations between mother and daughter––Barbara continually urging her daughter to do something for them both, Penny becoming more and more withdrawn, desperate not to give in––a steady silence held.  Barbara had returned to the alcohol like a duck to water.  If anything she was drinking with such abandonment that she was now doing severe damage to her already, no doubt, battered liver.

      Penny couldn’t help but continually push away the one thought that kept coming back to her.  She knew nothing had worked on her mother––she couldn’t have directly done something to help her mum if Penny wanted––but there was always an echo now, each time Penny tried, dangling before her the one thing she could do.  Penny knew it was possible.  And as those months went by, she was fighting her inner demons to stop herself doing just that.

      [image: ]
* * *

      The school was the escape she needed, and with everything going on with Abbey, Jack, Kelly and co––it was all on top of Penny at that same moment, as her world went from dark to even more darkness––Penny did at least find some let-up.  No one knew about her at school.  That was something.  As hard as it was, as difficult as she found it to be around some of her classmates––especially some of the girls––it was paradise compared to home life.  Her mother had not been at the previous three Parents Evenings, not because she’d decided not to come, but because Penny had made it so.  Each time the night would come, Penny would erase all memory from her teachers’ minds that they hadn’t, in fact, seen Penny or her mother.  It was the best Penny could do.

      Penny would continue to visit the cinema with Millie, probably the one friend Penny had left to call on.  They paid for their tickets now, Penny with income from her paper round, Millie with her own Saturday job in a supermarket.  No need to kiss Jack Ferguson and creep in through the back door.  By that point, he was already well into Abbey and those legs, anyway.  It was a year before Penny would ruin them both.

      [image: ]
* * *

      The incident happened one weekend that summer, school over and Penny without the distraction that it had given her.  It’d been over a year since she had admitted to her mother that she had powers, over a year since her father had walked out, too many months of losing sleep over both situations.  Homelife had become almost unlivable, the house a constant mess, it smelt now too, and Penny was sure that was because her mother would wet herself, too pissed to realise the lounge was not the bathroom.  Penny despised her life and dreaded that anyone she knew, someone she liked, would ever come knocking on her door.

      Penny confronted her mother in the kitchen late one night, catching her like you would a rat, scurrying for more alcohol, desperate for something more on which to feast.  Penny had hidden all the booze.  She had a look in her eye, too.

      “Finally,” Barbara said, seeing the calm but terrifying look in her daughter’s face, whose eyes displayed a previously unseen quality as sinister as they were bright.  “You’ve run out of resolve.  You’re going to do it, aren’t you!”

      Penny wasn’t sure exactly what her mother thought she was about to do––Penny was sure she didn’t know she intended her harm––but whatever Barbara thought, Penny didn’t care.

      “It’s over,” Penny said, trying her best to control her words, her emotions jumping loops inside her stomach, her gift poised and ready to strike.  Barbara just laughed, a howling cackle that made her sound as mad as she was alcoholic.

      “Yes, finally I see who you are, my mutant child.  Finally, you come to it, too weak and too afraid to do anything else.”

      “Shut up!”  SHUT UP!”  Penny was backing away, her hands to her head, battling the rage she was feeling, the overwhelming urges to follow through, a force almost controlling her, willing her, twisting her to kill.

      Barbara laughed all the more.  “Where is my vodka!” she screamed, coming at Penny with her hands raised, nails stretching out for her daughter’s face.  “If you’re going to kill me at least let me have one last drink,” she said, as Penny brushed her off, pushing her forcefully away from her.  Her mother fell to the floor.

      “I’m not going to kill you,” Penny said, willing herself to believe it.  “But you’ve got to leave.”

      “Leave?” Barbara said, looking up at Penny from the floor, her eyes blurry, head spinning.  “Leave?  You’re chucking me out of my own home?”

      “You call this pigsty a home?  It’s a dump.  You’ve made it a dump and have no idea quite how horrendous it is.”  Penny was just about holding her rage at bay.  Kill her it said, kill her it always continued to plead.  Penny put both hands to her head as if she could silence that inner voice.

      “It doesn’t ever go away, you know,” Barbara said, remembering from long ago––another life, it appeared––how it had been with her.  There was no getting rid of that feeling now it was fully alive, fully active––demanding blood.

      “How do you know?  You know nothing!”

      “I know everything!” she screamed, trying to get up, coming at Penny a second time, catching her daughter unaware, knocking them both to the floor.

      Penny staggered to her feet.  Make her leave the house, make me be able to lift her up, make her gone.  Nothing would happen, and as Penny started to drag her mother by the hair towards the front door, she was anything but light.  Barbara let out another scream as Penny pulled her by the hair so hard that clumps of it were coming out in Penny’s hands.  Make her disappear, make her stop fighting Penny continued to think, her powers at full throttle, but as ever, there was no effect on her mother.  It has to be stronger; it has to be final––it has to be fatal the echo once again came back, it’s drum ever stronger, its force ever harder to repel.

      “No!” Penny screamed again out loud, willing herself to be strong enough, to not be controlled by any of it anymore.  She got the front door open, one hand still firmly gripping her mother’s long but matted black hair.  “Out!” she told her, dragging Barbara over the threshold, leaving her slumped on the front path.

      “I won’t go anywhere!  I’ll stay here!  Everyone will know!” she called back, before laughing again to herself.  Penny kicked her over so that she rolled into the middle of the empty driveway.

      “No, go!  It’s over!”

      “It’ll never be over,” the mother said, the last words she would ever speak to Penny, as that echo became as strong as ever.  No, it’ll never be over.  Do it now!  Do it here.  Right here.  You can change her into any object you want; it’ll work now.  It’ll work this time.  She’s on the drive, and you need a car––make it shiny, make it new!  Do it! Do it now!

      Penny screamed with all her might, letting out a primal cry of profound rage, her eyes closed, her hands on her head as she finally gave in to the urge, no longer strong enough to resist, wanting it all to be over.  Silence fell for a few seconds.  Moments later a few doors around the cul-de-sac were opened, people looking out to see what the scream had been, concerned that someone was in danger.  All they saw was the seventeen-year-old Penny standing next to a brand new Jeep.  They quickly realised they’d heard a cry of delight.  The doors soon closed again, a few neighbours nodding towards Penny, though she wasn’t looking.  The night was suddenly silent, the voice inside Penny was gone, the rage non-existent.

      Penny opened her eyes.  She could not see her mother.  The vehicle she’d imagined, however, just seconds before, was sitting right next to her.  Keys were in the ignition.

      Penny opened the driver’s door, which was unlocked, the car ready.  It smelt like it was fresh from the showroom floor.  Something that felt like fire ran through her body.  She couldn’t even drive yet but had a beautiful car.  And her mother was finally gone.
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        So now you know what happened to my mother.  Am I proud of what I did?  Do I regret it?  Yes, and no.  I do have a shiny new car, and I can tell you, the incentive to learn to drive after that was intense.  I passed first time––without any magic required.

        It made me fearful, however, how intense the urge had been.  I couldn’t control it; it had got the better of me until I finally gave in and did its bidding.  What if it came back, what if it forced me to do something equally criminal in the future?  What then?

        The most immediate challenge was income.  My five mornings a week paper round just wasn’t going to kick it anymore.  At least the house was owned outright, and there were no other debts.  Small mercies, I guess.

        Maybe I should have found a way of making my mother wealthy before I zapped her?  Had I given it enough creative thought, I’m sure I could have come up with something.  So, do I regret it?  I regret not making her rich, first.  That’s for sure.

        

      

      The night Penny switched her mother, she would go back inside, her world suddenly calm again, and ponder some things.  She first went to where she’d moved her mother's drinks collection and poured herself one.  She’d never done that before, but suddenly it felt like the thing to do.  People drank at a wake.  She managed three sips but really couldn’t do anymore.  She had no idea what her mother had seen in it.  It had to go.  It all did.

      Penny would spend the whole night clearing out anything and everything that belonged to her mother.  She started with the alcohol, pouring it all down the sink.  If anyone were going to come looking, it would have to seem like Barbara was away, out, or gone.  She couldn’t be still around.

      By the third day, the house looked and smelt different.  Penny had got into her little routine, and while it felt a little lonely at night there by herself, she felt freer than she had ever felt.  She was seventeen now, old enough to live by herself.  Old enough to nearly do anything, and all legally, too.

      It was just three weeks later that she started driving lessons.  She’d picked up a part-time job at the same supermarket Millie worked at, working a few hours on a Thursday and Friday night and all day on Saturdays.  It gave her enough money for food each week, enough for two lessons with a driving instructor per week and a tiny bit of change left over.

      By the time school started again, Penny felt like a new person.  Millie would often come over––they’d hosted their first party the last weekend of the holidays––and Penny was happier than she had been in years, glad that she could have people over again.  Penny felt a new responsibility like she'd never had before, which came from running a home.  She knew she had a responsibility for her gift, too.

      It was the summer of the Olympic Games, however; there was plenty before her to keep Penny entertained.  One situation in particular Penny had dwelt on more than any other.  It was time to outwork a downfall she had been planning for years.
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      What's it like to give your heart––but not your secret––to someone?
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        “Penny doesn’t have a heart,” is something I’ve been told by several ex-boyfriends, at the point that we were no longer together.  Heartless Penny.  It’s total crap, of course.  If I didn’t have a heart, every time wouldn’t have hurt anywhere near as much as it did; the breakup wouldn’t have meant another broken heart.

        I also wouldn’t have bothered to help anyone if I was a heartless, loveless bitch like some of them now think.  I've helped lots of people, as you’ll see.

        You now know about my parents, too.  You know the kind of tricks they pulled, a little why I am who I am, why maybe my heart might be a lot more fragile and indeed damaged, than your average seventeen-year-old.  Despite all I’d gone through in my pre-adult years, despite all the rejection and isolation, I did, however, possess the ability to feel; to even love.

        Initially, however, I just lacked the friend to tell me how it was, those wise words of counsel any girl needs, someone who was there for me, watching my back, looking out for my interests.  I’d find her, eventually, but it would take a few shipwrecks first.

        

      

      As Penny moved into year ten of secondary school, which heralded the start of their GCSE program which would carry them through the next two years, it put Penny into someone’s orbit that would expose, in her, one of her lustful secrets.  Since she had started at that school, she’d had a crush on her music teacher, Mr Hanson, a thirty-something Englishman who’d been at the school for five years.  Seeing as Penny was now taking Music as one of her nine GCSE’s, Penny had four classes a week with him, four times the amount she’d had up until then.  It was the one subject she was most looking forward to that year.

      Penny wasn’t alone in regards to having teenage feelings for this particular teacher, several girls had joked about their crush on Mr Hanson, who had he not been their Music teacher, could easily have taught PE, given the fact he was a regular triathlete, with the body to go with it.

      Abbey had been the one girl to have seen him in that context, now that she was running for her county––she was still a year away from her breakthrough.  Penny couldn’t help resent her former friend even more, especially as Abbey had been the one girl she’d dare share her thoughts with concerning their Music teacher.  Abbey, thankfully for Penny, wasn’t taking Music, and had her distractions following her breakup with Jack Ferguson, as well as her running, anyway.  Penny was grateful for that, and they’d long since stopped speaking to each other, so the loss of friendship was no longer tangibly felt.

      For the first week of school, and that first Music lesson which fell on a Tuesday, Penny had taken extra time that morning at home as she got herself ready, spending half an hour on her hair alone.  She had sneaked a little of her mother’s perfume––had left home before her mother might have found out––and was walking to school with a skip in her step.  Music was not until the third period, which fell right after the morning break.  She hoped she would still look presentable enough by that point.

      Several boys gave her appreciative looks during registration that morning––when Penny made an effort, she was an attractive enough girl––and that caused the girls to take notice, also, most certainly for other reasons.  Peculiar Penny was making an effort today; it would go, I wonder who she’s trying to impress?  Abbey had also glanced across to Penny when she had arrived to class that morning, but despite Abbey being the one girl who might have worked out the reason for Penny’s sudden transformation, she hadn’t wasted any time on it.  What Penny did or didn’t do was no longer her concern.

      Penny was first into the classroom for period three, her first Music lesson of that new school year.  She felt nervous, jittery and self-conscious, though all of that was put to one side as Mr Hanson walked in through the doors, the class mostly girls––there were sixteen girls, three boys––that year.  He was probably the one reason why that had been the case.  Elsewhere, more boys than usual had taken Biology––helped, no doubt, by the flirtatious and attractive Mrs Bell, who taught that class.

      “Settle down, please,” Mr Hanson said.  Penny was already sitting down on a first row desk, right in front of his.  “I’ve got a seating plan for you all this year; take a look and find your place.  Then get out your exercise books,” he added, walking towards the piano, dropping his bag on the floor beside the stool, barely even noticing the students.  Penny couldn’t help but feel her disappointment welling up inside––she’d been the only one sitting, her books already out on the desk in front of her, her pencil case poised and ready––as she rose from her seat and went to inspect the list.  She knew before she saw it she would undoubtedly have lost her piece of prime real estate.

      As she’d suspected, she had.  Her spot––it was not that, of course, but she felt she had just given it up––had gone to a boy, a troublemaker usually, for which reason he was placed nearest to the teachers.  This boy was already shoving Penny’s things to one side as she returned to retrieve them, the boy as if angry that a squatter had been in his place, Penny merely collecting them all up and moving to her spot a few rows back without saying a word.  There were too many heads between her and the front for Mr Hanson to notice her.  She sank into her chair––suddenly the year ahead felt somewhat less exciting.

      [image: ]
* * *

      “Hey, Black, what’s with all the make-up?”  It was now lunchtime, and Penny turned to see a boy from her class, Gavin Rennell, leaning over the end of the table at which she was eating the remainder of her lunch.  Penny wasn’t wearing any make-up, she didn’t need it, though she knew Gavin couldn’t tell the difference between her having done her hair, and wearing make-up.  He just knew something was different about her.  “It’s nice, I mean, don’t get me wrong,” Gavin added, as an afterthought.  He was going a little red.

      “Thanks,” Penny said, sensing that was all she’d need to say––there was no need to answer the question––and accurate enough, Gavin smiled and after a few seconds of silence left Penny to it.  Jack had looked up from his conversation, watching them both the whole time, not knowing what Gavin had in common with Penny, why he was even speaking to her.  They didn’t seem to be particularly close, as Gavin moved away from Penny, his tail very much between his legs.  Jack smiled.  Gavin would watch Penny for a while from the table on which he sat.  Penny laughed to herself.  Gavin was a nice enough boy––a little clumsy, and not her type––and she was aware that he’d had a crush on her since year seven.  It wasn’t becoming of him.

      Penny sat alone, her lunch now finished––most kids, Penny included, ate their lunch at first break.  She was now in the second oldest year group in the school, and she felt it.  The year sevens and even year eights looked so small, so young, and she marvelled that she, too, must have looked like that as well.  Back then she would have been sitting around a group of girls––always next to Abbey––and able to jump in and out, at will, to any group.  She could still do that, to a lesser degree, though wasn’t with anyone at that moment.  She again caught Gavin looking her way occasionally, obviously debating whether to come and join her––could he pluck up the courage to break away from the boys and sit with a girl?––but clearly, he was failing the challenge.  If he were to stand up, Penny would then move before he approached again, anyway.

      Just moments later, Penny couldn’t help but notice a particular year nine boy––he was the younger brother of a boy in her year group, who was also a total prick––picking on a group of year sevens.  They seemed terrified.  The smallest of the group––Penny was stunned that he was even old enough to be in secondary school––was the particular focus of the threats.  As the year sevens tried to move away, the boy from year nine followed, knocking their bags off the shoulders, tripping their legs when he could––generally being a nuisance.  Penny stood up and followed.  He needed teaching a lesson.

      Now away from the canteen area entirely––very few teaching staff on duty now––the year nine thug had the smallest lad cornered against the corridor wall, all his friends seemingly having now fled.  Give him great courage and strength Penny thought, as she focused her gift and targeted the year seven boy who was standing there petrified and was about to be beaten up.

      “You don’t scare me you worthless piece of trash,” he suddenly said, Penny smiling at the change of scene, as the year nine boy, picking up the total transformation, took one step back.  He apparently hadn’t been anticipating any backchat.

      “You listen here,” he tried, stepping one pace forward again––taking him not quite as close as he’d just been, but defiantly closer than he was a second before––but the younger boy pushed hard, sending the older lad stumbling back.  A few onlookers laughed.  The year nine thug caught his audience––he had seconds to work out if this one was worth the trouble; stay and show who was boss, or be shown up by the boy who was no soft touch and risk total school humiliation.  He chose to back down.  He’d have to pick his moment.

      “If I see you again, squirt, you’d better run,” is all he said, finger pointing at the year seven boy, whose eyes now seemed to burn with fire, a confidence showing that hadn’t been there in the canteen, the transformation quite alarming.

      “Yeah?  You think?”  There were laughs all around.  The year nine lad backed away, shaking his head as if mesmerised by it all, but leaving nonetheless.  A few of the crowd went and patted the younger boy on the shoulder.

      “Well done, about time someone stood up to him,” Penny could hear others saying.  Penny watched as the crowd moved away, the year seven lad smiling cheerfully, looking for all the world as if he could take on any challenger.  She wondered about that for a moment, before taking away the extra courage and strength she’d just given him––she knew left unchecked, it could lead to all sorts of issues.  She would, however, put inside the year nine boy an unnatural fear of the said year seven lad––she doubted he would ever dare to trouble him again.

      Penny smiled as the bell went for the end of lunch.  It was nice to be able to protect the innocent––there were at least some positives to her gift, some way of affecting the world around her without it costing her friendships.  She followed the flow of students walking down the corridor and was soon at her English lesson, the class of thirty boys and girls milling around waiting for the teacher to arrive.  Penny stood next to Kelly and Abbey, Kelly chewing gum and looking at no one, Abbey working her telephone; two girls who had been on Penny’s mind for a while, though none of the three said anything to the other two.
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        It hadn’t dawned on me then, back in year ten, that boys might take a shine to me.  With all the effort––pointless, as it would turn out; I don’t know what I was thinking might happen?––I was taking to try to be noticed by Mr Hanson.  It seemed that while these efforts were falling on blind eyes to him, I was making the radar of nearly all the boys around me.  That, in itself, would reveal some exciting developments.

        

      

      The first boy to take the initiative with Penny and ask her out was a blond-haired lad named Geoffrey Begbie.  He, like Penny, shared a love for music, was in her class on that same subject, and had been in White––10W as it currently was––ever since year seven.  Their short relationship would last for all of October and November.  He wouldn’t be around to give Penny his heart come Christmas, only for her to give it away, as they were already back to being just friends––just classmates––long before the holiday.

      At this point in Penny’s already eventful life, her father had left.  She had not been too close, and while she was upset, it was her anger at him for merely walking out on her that she hated him most for rather than any sense of the personal loss of a loving dad she might be feeling.  Dance lessons had abruptly stopped, too.  Penny still hadn’t told anyone about her involvement in that whole sordid affair.

      At home it was just Penny and her mother, though Penny knew better than to take a boy home––she hadn’t had anyone over since before Abbey had moved away, back when the two girls were still friends.  Penny’s mother’s drinking and the general run-down nature of the house that resulted from an alcoholic parent meant it was strictly off-limits to anyone for the foreseeable future.  Penny and Geoff, therefore, most regularly hung out at the cinema or over at Geoff’s home, though they were not allowed upstairs, alone.  Geoff’s parents had clear rules about that type of behaviour.

      Penny was yet to feel comfortable having a boyfriend––needing anything still felt a bit of a stretch––and they would be through with each other before she could have got comfortable enough to be seen out together.

      [image: ]
* * *

      It was at yet another cinema visit that Penny––possessor of a gift that she had kept secret since first discovering it––was found out for the first time.  Her little bit of fun and distraction she was having with Geoff––her words, never his––had had to come to an end.  She would learn much from it, however.

      Still uncomfortable with being seen in public with a boy, Penny’s fun had gone like this; the two of them, Penny and Geoff, would buy a ticket for the film they wanted to watch.  She would always select two seats at the end of a row––furthest from the aisle as was possible––picking their seats from only the still empty rows displayed on the cashier’s screen.  She always insisted they arrive early into the hall so that this was possible more often than not––and it limited the chance that anyone she knew might see them––only occasionally was her choice of empty rows limited to just one of the front two, but Geoff didn’t seem to mind.  If he’d picked up on her pattern, he apparently put it down to her unique charm.  Geoff was on a date with a beautiful girl, who was so out of his league and he would often pinch himself.  He was happy if they were sitting on the steps.  They would then purchase some popcorn––always just one big tub, to share––and drink––one big container, two straws.  Penny would be watching around her the whole time, checking she didn’t know anyone, checking that no one was watching.  If he had any idea why she was doing that––something he was just about to find out, in fact––it might have been a different story.

      As soon as they were allowed to enter their screen, Penny would always lead the way, and as they made their way to the row––usually the first to arrive––she would give Geoff the gift of invisibility.  She would let him enter the row first, following behind until the last seat was sat in, Penny taking the one next to him.  No one would see, therefore, that she was with anybody, which suited her just fine––she could just enjoy the film and not keep checking who might be spying on her, and Geoff was none the wiser.  He could hold her hand, put his arm around her neck, and no one would know.  Sometimes it meant she sat a little awkwardly, sometimes she got a few strange looks, but she didn’t care.  She could relax.

      That was to change on a Saturday morning, as once again the couple were first into screen five of the latest Star Wars offering.  Penny knew that the hall was bound to fill up soon, but both were once again safely sitting down before anyone else had arrived.  Twenty minutes later, with the lights going dark, the room three-quarters full, the film began.  There was suddenly a quiet voice from behind Penny, aimed into her right ear.

      “All alone, are we?” Jack Ferguson said, unaware that Geoff was right in front of him, Jack having spotted Penny sitting in the row ahead of him alone, but choosing only the darkness of the start of the movie to make mention of that fact.  She had once had to kiss Jack to gain free admission into that same cinema.  Jack bent forwards fast as if to poke his head over the empty seat to Penny’s right; only to crack heads, hard, against the still invisible Geoff.  Both swore, Penny going into a sudden panic, multiple things happening at the same time.

      “Don’t move,” she ordered Geoff in the first split second, adding in her head; make him soundless, no one can hear him.

      “She punched me!” Jack was then exclaiming, as a few people nearby were demanding he keep the noise down.

      “No, I didn’t!” Penny exclaimed, as Jack was holding an already bloody tissue to his lips and nose, his face looking, even in the limited light, that he had been head-butted, let alone punched.

      “What do you call this then!”

      All around there were more urgent demands for them both to shut up, and before long, a steward flashed his torch on the two arguing teenagers, and a short order shouted across to them both.

      “Out, the pair of you,” the man said, the torch flashing in both Penny’s eyes, and those of Jack’s, the latter covered in blood.  Penny gathered her things––she was sure Geoff was protesting, sure he was demanding what was happening, and she could feel movement in his seat, but no one else could hear.  She whispered to him.

      “Stay here, don’t move, don’t come after me and I’ll be back shortly!”  She had no clue as to what he was saying in reply and had gone before it could have been very much.  Those in her row allowed her to scurry out, as the steward walked the pair, still bickering, out of the hall.

      “What’s going on?” he demanded, now just the three of them, back out in the hallway that connected the five screens this cinema offered, the boy covered in blood from a split lip and still gushing nose.

      “She punched me in the face!”

      “I did not!  You fell and hit your face on the back of the chair!” Penny said, coming up with the only plausible explanation she could think of at the moment.  The steward looked at the pair of them––he indeed seemed to believe it unlikely that the girl could have done such damage to a boy his size.

      “Show me your hands,” he said, addressing Penny, anyway.

      “Why?” she replied, holding them up regardless.

      “If she punched you, as you claim,” he then said, now addressing Jack, who had finally got his nose to stop bleeding, “she would have got blood on her fingers.  I think you, therefore, owe her an apology, young man.”

      “Apologise?  For this?” he said, his words coming out a little garbled, as he pointed to his lip, which was already starting to swell.

      “You said she hit you.”

      “She bloody did, as well!”

      “Did not!  You leant forward and fell onto the back of the chair!”

      “As if!”  The steward apparently didn’t know what to do, and a few other people were starting to stream past them, on their way to another screen, another film about to begin.  It was already making enough of a scene, and the steward didn’t want it to carry on any longer.

      “Look, you need to get that cleaned up,” he said, pointing to Jack.  “There is a bathroom just over there,” he added, though Jack knew perfectly well where the toilets were.  Jack eyed Penny suspiciously, fully aware that he had done no such thing as fallen off his chair, though was confused as to what had happened.  His head was spinning, his face craving some form of relief, something to take the throbbing away.  He reluctantly walked across to the toilet, disappearing behind the door seconds later.

      “Do you know him?” the steward asked, now just him and Penny.

      “No,” she lied, having thought that over for a second.  It was easier to pretend Jack was a stranger, less likely that there would be any further questions.

      “I’ve got to ask, Miss, did he try to do anything to you?”

      “No, as I said, I didn’t do anything.  First thing I knew he was hitting the back of the chair next to me, then screaming blue murder.”

      The steward took this all in, thinking it through.  If the lad had passed out, hitting his face in those seconds of unconsciousness, suddenly coming to and accusing the girl––who surely couldn’t have done such damage––then she was merely an innocent customer, missing her show.

      “Look, I’m sorry about all this.  You can go back in, I’ll go and see if that young man is okay,” he said, already backing slowly away from Penny, letting her turn and re-enter the hall, himself heading towards the toilets, not knowing what type of person he was about to come across.

      Penny watched him enter, heard him speak to Jack as he stood in the doorway, clearly cautious to go completely in without help, and she left them both to it.

      Penny apologised to those in her row, as she made her way back down to the end, the film in full flow.  She sat back down, putting her hand out for Geoff’s arm, or leg, anything––but as much as she tried, he just wasn’t there.  The seat was empty.

      Penny swore.
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        It was the first time anything like that had ever happened.  I had a significant problem.  I knew enough, immediately, to not undo what I’d done.  Gavin wasn’t around me; in my row which I’d just walked down, in his seat which I’d just checked––there were no shrieks from anyone else present to suggest he could have climbed out and they could feel him moving past them, or that anything unusual had happened.  Also, I had only just gone back in, so could hardly leave right away.  I was trapped.

        I knew I couldn’t undo what I’d done to Geoff until I found him––he was invisible and soundless, so the simple truth was that I didn’t know where he might be.  He couldn’t, however, just suddenly reappear in the middle of a crowded room; that would just freak everyone out.

        I was scared; for the first time, I didn’t know what to do.

        

      

      Jack did not return to the hall that day, Penny not even seeing him as she left, the film now over.  There was no sign of the steward who’d pulled them both out as the film had just been starting, no sign of any commotion around the Gents toilets, not even any indication of the drops of blood that had dripped onto the carpeted floor outside of Screen Four.  Nothing.

      Penny paused for a second, her brief moment of dumbstruck silence at not knowing what to do broken by a call from Geoff from behind her, who was coming out of the same door she’d just left––he’d been inside all along.

      “There you are!” he screamed, confusion all across his face.  He looked like he’d been sleeping, though Penny knew that was the least likely option.  He was also visible and could speak, the implications immediate to Penny as realisation dawned.

      “Geoff, thank goodness.  I’ve been looking all over for you,” she said, entirely at a loss for words.

      “Bollocks.  I just saw you come out from the film.”  She looked a little taken aback.

      “I don’t get it.  I went back to the seat, and you weren’t there.”

      “Couldn’t see me, no?”

      By now they’d walked to where the cinema sold popcorn, and thankfully there were very few people around, and no-one within earshot.  Penny waited, spotting a girl from year eleven emerge around the same corner she’d just come––she twigged after raking her brains that the girl was Jack’s older sister and figured she had probably come looking for him.  Penny let her pass, the girl not spotting Penny, walking past them both and back out of the building.  Now it was just the two of them again.

      “What are you going on about?” Penny said, her composure coming back, as much as her control over her gift once again gave her the ability to act.  Make Geoff forget everything that happened since we arrived here.  Make him forget he was invisible nor could be heard by anyone.

      “The mere bloody fact that no one could see me, and nobody could bloody hear me, or so they all let on, and then seconds after you run out, despite my protests, I’m suddenly floating above the ground, powerless to control myself!  I watched the whole damn film from the ceiling!”

      Floating?  Penny was dumbfounded.  Not only had he not just forgotten everything she’d just undone––that realisation was sinking in fast––but he’d also experienced the effects of a gift she hadn’t knowingly given him.

      “You fell asleep, Geoff, that’s all.”  She sounded less convincing than ever.  Geoff laughed, though a large part of him now terrified that he was going crazy.

      “You just said you’ve been looking all over for me!”

      Damn, busted.  Penny went silent.  Think, damn it, think.

      “Geoff, I don’t know what you think happened in there, but some stranger accused me of punching him in the face and, in case you didn’t see, I was pulled out by the steward.  When I came back in, you were sound asleep!”

      “I was not sound asleep.  I saw you, from the ceiling.  You arrived back about ten minutes later, made it all the way back to our seats, and you were feeling around desperately for me.  You knew I was invisible; you didn’t seem at all alarmed that the seat was empty.”

      “Geoff, I have no idea what you are talking about.”

      “Bollocks bollocks bollocks!  And it was Jack behind us, as we both know.  Why did you say he was a stranger?  He whacked his face clean against the back of my head.”  Geoff put his hand to his head, which still hurt.  There was a lump there.

      “You hit your head?  That explains it.  It wasn’t Jack, Geoff.  I didn’t know him.”

      “Bollocks,” but his conviction had wavered slightly, his resolve a little reduced after Penny’s latest admonition.  Maybe he had been knocked unconscious by accident, had imagined it was Jack, had pictured standing up and shouting after Penny––noticing no one was paying him the slightest regard?  Had he then imagined floating up into the ceiling?  Imagined floating down as he saw the last but one person leave the hall, that final girl not noticing his reappearance as he stood in front of a mirror, not there for a moment, then suddenly he was, now running out to find Penny just outside the hall in the corridor?  Maybe he had imagined all that?

      “Are you okay?”  Penny asked, freaked out more than ever.  She had never experienced her gift deciding on its own to apply something regardless of what she had thought or imagined.  It had never done anything like that before, besides the echo; a voice-like reply she had received from time to time.  She could never forget that.

      “I don’t know,” he said, suddenly needing air, suddenly feeling the walls pressing in on him, the room spinning around him.  “Let’s go outside,” he said, taking a few unsteady steps, each foot in front of the other requiring complete focus.  It must have been a mighty whack to the head.

      They walked along the high street, and the shops had already closed; those that were still open at all, that is.  Half the stores now stood permanently empty.

      Penny was racing over everything that had happened, which had all been such a mess, such a rush.  Jack had surprised her––she’d had feelings for him for a long time, though after the rape, something Penny knew she had caused and had then witnessed but something for which she still blamed him immensely.  Penny was at a loss to explain anything that had happened since first rushing out of that film, the steward beckoning her out.  Had she confused herself in those seconds, thinking the wrong thing, her gift reading something else entirely?  Why had Geoff reappeared, though clearly, it had been safe to do so?  No one saw him.  Was that why it could undo itself?  Would the other gifts reverse themselves, all on their own?  Would Abbey suddenly no longer be able to run as she did––which had always been Penny’s plan anyway––but something that Penny wouldn’t be able to mastermind herself?  Was Penny about to lose that moment which offered an enormous impact, the most drama, from Abbey’s downfall?  And why had everything Penny had since tried on Geoff failed to work, as well?  He’d remembered everything, and though she had passed it off as a massive blow to the head when it was all over, his damaged head healed, would he still remember it the way she wanted?  Had the strike to his head done something to protect him from being controlled by Penny?

      The silence continued, until they neared Penny’s street, Penny herself so lost in thought that she had forgotten where they were heading.  They’d walked past Geoff’s house twenty minutes before.

      “Look, I need to go.  Thanks for walking me home, that was kind of you,” Penny said, not allowing Geoff for one moment to ask to come any nearer home, nor inside it, in fact.  “Will you be okay, Geoff, getting home I mean?  Your head still seems rather sore.”  She couldn’t tell whether his head seemed sore or not, the lump buried under his blonde hair on the back of his head, but she didn’t know what else to say.

      “Yes, I guess I’ll be fine.”  He’d been hoping they might hang out a little longer at her place, for once.  She hugged him goodbye and turned back and into her cul-de-sac before they said anything more.  He watched her for a moment, though she wasn’t looking behind her, and it was getting a little overcast, rain threatened any moment, so he grudgingly started walking back himself.  He was at a loss to understand anything, but wouldn’t talk to his parents about it.  They would only worry and get him checked out at the hospital.  He knew he just needed a good night’s sleep.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Penny had called to see how Geoff was on Sunday afternoon, catching him on his phone while he was in his bedroom playing a computer game.  He seemed okay, and they chatted about nothing for ten minutes before ending the call.  Neither of them mentioned the previous day, besides Penny’s initial question about his head and whether Geoff had slept well.  For Geoff, it all felt a bit of a blur––he wasn’t even sure about how much of the actual conversation he’d had with Penny on the way home from the cinema had happened, let alone all the bizarre, dreamlike images he had while watching the movie.

      Penny ended the call.  She was still freaked out.  Her gift had never before backfired in such a way as it had done with Geoff.  Nothing had ever undone itself without her say so, nor had she ever done something to someone unintentionally.  Mind, she reasoned, it had probably saved her skin.  Had Geoff gone running down the aisle after her, invisible but very physically there, there would have been mayhem.  It could have been a total disaster.  So she was glad that he’d floated up high before he had the chance to brush against anyone.  Invisible and silent, he was no danger to anyone up in the ceiling.  The only downside was that he hadn’t forgotten all about it, as she had planned.  That much confused her.

      Everything was to change come Monday morning, Penny herself running a little late, so she had no idea a storm was waiting ahead of her.

      Geoff arrived for registration ten minutes before Penny and sitting at the back of the room with a busted lip, and broken nose was none other than Jack Ferguson, the star player in the school team.

      “What happened to you?” Geoff said, going over to his classmate, though the two of them were far from firm friends.

      “What do you think?  I got beaten up, didn’t I.  Gang of thugs.”  Some of the other boys were around, and they shook their heads in disbelief.  He’d apparently just told them all about it as well.

      “Really?  So you didn’t hit a chair or anything?”

      “You think a chair would do this, Begbie?”  The group laughed and went to take their seats so that it was just Jack and Geoff now.  Jack came in closer so that only Geoff could hear what he said next.  “Don’t tell me; you were at the cinema on Saturday?”

      “I was.”

      Jack swore.

      “You say anything to anyone, and I mean anyone, and I’ll kick your butt.  Got it?”  Geoff took a step back.

      “You head-butted me, you daft twat.  I was right in front of you!  Knocked me clean unconscious, Penny tells me.”

      “What?”  Jack looked confused.

      “When you fell, you smashed your dumb-ass face into the back of my god damn head.  What’s not to understand?”  Jack didn’t seem to be taking any of it in.

      “What?”

      “Jack, get over yourself.  You bloody nutted me, okay, and I’ve got the bump to prove it!  You whispered something to my girlfriend and then just nutted me.  So, now, you listen to me.  If you come near me again, it won’t just be your nose that I break.  Are we clear?”

      Jack was speechless, and Geoff seemed to have him, somehow, over a barrel.  How did he know about what happened between him and Penny on Saturday?  Geoff wasn’t sitting in front of him; he’d known that much.

      “Your girlfriend?  You mean Black?  You were there with her?”

      “Yes, obviously.  You got a problem with that?”

      Jack started to laugh, but the pain stopped him.  He could feel the dried blood deep inside his nose pressing against soft tissue.

      Just then Penny entered the classroom, both boys looking over, as she looked up, freezing for a moment when she noticed the two of them in a huddled confrontation.  The moment passed, and she took her seat, the teacher walking in seconds later and everyone found their place.  Penny would avoid looking across to either boy that morning, though it would be hard to avoid them for much longer.
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        Seeing Jack and Geoff talking to each other as I walked into that classroom that morning freaked me out more than ever.  Not only had I had the whole weekend trying to work out what had happened, what had gone wrong, but I'd also then had to spend the entire first two periods trying to find out what they’d discussed.  None of the boys were talking to me, and I heard some girls say a gang had mugged Jack.  That was a more natural story to circulate.

        Still, as much as I tried in my quest to find answers, I couldn’t.  I wasn’t even able to listen in on Geoff that morning, which still bugged me.  Somehow he’d become immune to my powers––maybe that is what happened when an auto gift gets used?  My manifestation gave Geoff the ability to float without me thinking it to cover up the other two gifts he already had, and once it was safe to undo all three, that’s what happened, leaving him now immune from anything more?  It was the best guess I had at the time.

        What they’d talked about, however, was anyone’s guess.  Either could easily give the game away.  If the boys were smart enough to share what they each knew, they’d soon realise that something didn’t add up––though I was confident neither was bright enough nor did they trust the other enough to be honest.

        

      

      Penny’s paper round each day meant she would rise before six most mornings and get herself dressed, before leaving the house just ten minutes later––she would shower and get herself ready for school once she got back.  The extra money she earned was worth it––Christmas would see some very generous gifts left out for her.  She’d often treble her usual monthly pay just with those gifts.  With her father gone, and a mother failing to make ends meet, let alone have enough left over to provide the essentials Penny needed, it was a welcomed addition.  Something Penny had control over; her money, her rules.

      It usually took her just over an hour to complete the round, something like one hundred deliveries across about a dozen streets, all within ten minutes of home.  The local newsagents, where she would collect the papers, was only five minutes away, the delivery route starting once she was through the park.

      Each morning, she would think about what had happened to Abbey as she walked through that same park.  She would often pause at the spot when they had first realised the dog was there.  Penny would glance over at the tree she’d climbed, remembering as clear as day those images of Abbey doing her best to run away, but getting closed down all the while by that charging Alsatian.  She would remember what it first felt like when she had the manifestation, what it felt like to see Abbey running faster than she’d ever seen anyone move.

      What it felt like to have a friend to whom she could be close.

      It wasn’t all much more than a year ago, give or take, but so much had changed; it could already have been ten years.

      Penny moved out of the park, now at the other end.  It was the spot where she often spotted the homeless man––she assumed he was homeless, given the fact he was most often at that end of the park or in the nearby streets.  He creeped her out, and sure enough, that day, he lurked once more on the edge of some trees, before he started walking her way.

      Penny quickened her pace, a minute later entering the first street where she delivered the papers.  She disappeared up the driveway.  When she returned, she spotted the man standing on the other side of the road, his brown shoes all that were visible other than his long grey raincoat, something he often wore, despite the weather.  That was what made her assume he was homeless.  It was all he had for a coat.

      She sped along her route, assuming he would lose interest sooner or later, but on each new street, he was there, loitering in the background, like a shadow that won’t let go.

      Halfway round, she lost sight of him finally.  He’d never followed her that long before, but her fear stopped the moment he was gone.  He was most probably lonely, like she was, friendless and abandoned.  Just wanting to be around another human for a while, before returning to his emptiness.  She wouldn’t allow pity to enter in, however.  She still felt him a creep.

      With the round now finished, she headed back for the park, which offered her the most direct route home, and another opportunity to run down memory lane.  It was nearly half-past seven.  Turning the final corner, the park in front of her, suddenly the same man who’d been bothering her that morning was ahead of her, facing her, hands in his pockets.  Penny stopped twenty feet in front of him when it was clear this time he wasn’t going to scurry away.  She didn’t want to get any closer, and she knew she could outrun him if that became required.

      He flashed her.

      She had not been expecting that, and as soon as he’d done so, he covered up his nakedness and disappeared into some nearby bushes.  Penny stayed frozen to the spot, unsure whether she should carry on venturing down the street, whether she could pass the place he’d just been standing, the spot he’d just entered the bushes.  She was unsure whether it was safe.

      After a full minute––the image of what just happened locked in her mind like a photograph, the same as those pictures she’d seen on Mr Jenkins' computer had been––she kept moving forward, pulling the empty trolley behind her and running as fast as she could.  At least it wasn’t heavy anymore.  If she needed to swing it to defend herself, she could––besides, her highly charged emotions had put her on full alert.  She could just as quickly make him melt like butter or float away as if cotton wall.

      He did not appear again.

      Penny got home in a hot flush.  She slammed her bedroom door and ran straight into the shower.  She was doing that bloody job because her mother was a drunk, and her father wasn’t home.  All so that some twisted man could expose himself to her, without permission and request.
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        I was just fifteen the day that man flashed me.  Fifteen.  In the last year, as well as that incident, I’d seen Jack rape Abbey and all those horrendous images Jenkins had hidden in his office.  I felt broken.  Dirty.  Abused.

        I had no one to talk to really.  I didn’t tell mum about the flasher, not straight away.  I think it came out in time, before, well, you know––before it was too late.  She didn’t do anything about it anyway.  Probably blamed me for being there, for having eyes, for being an attractive fifteen-year-old that would, therefore, make some old pervert want to flash her at seven in the morning.  All my fault.

        It was just days after that incident that I would have someone I might be able to talk about it all with––and there was no way I could have guessed who it would have been, either.

        

      

      Penny and Geoff’s relationship had stagnated by the end of November, and they were officially just friends again.  They would continue to sit near each other in Music––Penny would still focus more on Mr Hanson than Geoff––but they would no longer spend time together outside of school.  It was as if the cinema incident had scared them both off the other.

      It suited Penny, who couldn’t risk further examination on the subject.

      Jack, however, had not been able to let it go.  He’d been trying to get closer to Geoff ever since, partly because he saw him as a rival to Penny, partly because Jack wanted to get him alone for long enough so he could understand what had happened that day.

      He felt like he was going mad.  His one memory from that day had been a complete shock as his face pounded against bone––the pain instant, the surprise overwhelming.  Like a small child running head first into what they assumed had been an open patio door, his world had come to a shuddering stop.

      He’d been sure Penny had somehow punched him.  He’d said words to her moments before but had not seen her fist coming.  Geoff then implied he had been there.  Right there.  In front of him, next to Penny.  Geoff still had a lump on the back of his head.

      One weekend, weeks after the incident, Jack was invited over for the first time to Geoff’s house, the boys playing video games upstairs.  They had finally got around to talking about that day at the cinema.  Geoff opened up about his bizarre remembrance of the event, all that he’d imagined in his semi-conscious state.  Jack even felt the bump that was still slightly evident on the back of Geoff’s head.

      “You were floating?” Jack said, sipping his coke as Geoff continued to fight zombies on the computer game they were playing.

      “Yes, bizarre, right?  First I was calling after Penny, then I was floating.  No one heard me, of course.  I was probably already out of it.”

      Jack had not heard him.  He’d not seen him, either.  But Jack had felt him.  He couldn’t deny that, and his nose would always show the evidence, too.

      Jack left later on that night, mulling over all they’d talked about.  He walked home slowly, getting in only after it was dark, climbing the stairs contemplatively.

      “Sis,” Jack said, stopping as he passed the door of his older sister’s room.  They were hardly the closest of siblings growing up, but now they were fifteen and sixteen, there had been an element of maturity develop in their friendship.  She looked out for him.  “Geoff said he was calling out that day when I broke my nose.  Said he was standing up.  You didn’t see anything, did you?”

      “No,” she said, a little surprised at her brother.  There seemed no comprehension whatsoever.

      “He was right there, though.  I’m sure of it.  I broke my nose on the back of his head.  He’s still got the lump I gave him.”  His sister looked puzzled and took a few seconds to think about it.

      “Are you sure he wasn’t, you know, doing stuff to her, stuff you couldn’t see?”

      “Stuff?” he said, thinking for a moment.  He let out a sound of disgust.  “No, certainly not!”

      “You just might not have seen him?  He could have been busy, and sat up when he heard you whispering to her, smacking your face as you came forward?”

      It was possible, but he would have seen that.  He would have noticed.  Despite, he thought, Penny wasn’t that type of girl, or was she?  The idea excited him.

      “Speak to her about it,” she said, smiling at him.

      “What?  No, I can’t.”

      “You like her, don’t you?”

      “Penny?  No, not really.  I mean, yeah, she’s cute.  But she’s weird.”

      “Why do you say that?”

      “She just is, that’s all.  Can’t explain it.  Stuff happens around her.  She’s not like any of the girls at school.”

      “And that’s a bad thing; I take it?”  She was playing with her younger brother.

      “No, actually, it’s quite appealing, now that I think about it.”

      “So you do like her?” she said, sounding concerned.

      “What’s it to you if I do?”

      “Nothing,” she said, trying to brush it off.  “I just don’t think she’s good for you.”

      “You’re policing my love life now, are you?”  He was smiling.

      “No, not really.  Look, brother, let me say this.  If you want to get to know her, you have to talk to her.  Talk about what happened that day.  See what she says.”

      “See if she’s easy, you mean?”  He didn’t get her point.

      “No,” she said, firmly and a little ashamed that her brother would jump to that conclusion.  “See if she’ll talk about it.  Maybe she needs to talk to someone?  Just be careful.”

      “Be careful?  She’s a girl.  I think I can handle her, sis.”

      “A girl?  I could kick your butt with my eyes closed.”

      “Well,” he said, laughing, “that’s because you know that I don’t hit girls.”  They both let it drop.

      “Talk to her, Jack.  You might be surprised.”  Suddenly it felt heavy.  The silence went on a little longer than was comfortable for either of them.

      “Okay, then…I’ll be in my room,” and with that Jack moved down the corridor, shutting his door behind him.  Laying back on his bed, looking up at the ceiling, suddenly Penny seemed like a completely different girl.  He couldn’t stop thinking about her and had the confidence to talk to her, he knew it already.  He would speak to her at school, just the two of them.
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* * *

      It wasn’t until the way home the following day that Jack got any time alone with Penny.

      “Hey, wait up,” he called, running to catch up with Penny as she started out from school.  They didn’t live near each other.  “I’ll walk with you; I’m going this way.”

      “Where?”  She felt invaded upon.  Jack was the last person with whom she felt like walking.  They were by the path that led to the woods behind the school, the same route along which she’d watched Jack lead Abbey by the hand.  The same woods in which she had observed Jack push Abbey to the floor.  The same spot in which he’d raped his former girlfriend.  The same boy, now standing right next to her, wanting to walk with her.

      “Nearby,” he said.

      “You don’t even know where I live,” Penny said, clearly defensive.

      “Can I walk with you or can’t I?”  Jack seemed disappointed that she was so hostile.

      “Okay, then,” she relented after a few seconds.  Abbey was coming out of a sweet shop at that moment, paused as she saw the two of them walking together, before moving away as if she hadn’t seen anything.  Penny let it go.  She had more pressing things at hand.

      “Look, I don’t blame you for the nose, okay.”  He was smiling.  She always found his smile cute.  She’d fancied him in year seven, and even in year ten, if she was honest, those feelings had not completely gone away.  She would not admit that to anyone, however, let alone him, if she could help it.

      “Finally admitted it, have you?  You fought with the back of a soft chair, and the chair won.”  She was sniggering.

      “Yeah yeah, very funny.  No, I know that it was Geoff who I hit.”  She stopped walking.

      “How?”

      “He told me.”  So they had been talking that morning at school, though that was weeks ago.

      “Okay,” she said, but had nothing with which to follow that up.  She didn’t know what Geoff had said.

      “He was sitting there; I just couldn’t see him.”  He sounded calm.

      “Okay,” she repeated, but at a loss for what to say next.

      “He was invisible.  I don’t know how, I don’t know why, but it’s the only explanation.”  They both laughed.

      “Because a chair couldn’t have done that to your nose?” Penny said, laughing again, though he wasn’t.  He seemed earnest, relaxed as if he believed what he’d just said.

      “Exactly.”

      “Are you serious?”  Penny was facing him now so that Jack could not keep walking.  His eyes seemed to be brighter than ever, his broken nose working well for his looks, in Penny’s mind.  He carried a more rugged, battered look.  She liked it.

      “Yes, I think I am,” he said, calmly.  He had heard the words; he’d been there as he had spoken them, and as bizarre as they sounded coming from his lips, Jack seemed to believe them.  It all seemed perfectly rational, reasonable even.  It explained everything.

      “Oh,” she said, caught out.  “I see.”

      “Make me invisible too,” he said, seconds later, the breath taken out of Penny for a moment.

      “What?”  Her shock was the exact opposite of his calm.  Again, he had heard the words coming out of his mouth, as if a recording, as if he was listening to someone else, yet now he believed it, now he trusted what he said.  It felt right.

      “You heard me.  I want to know all about it.”

      “I can’t make people invisible, Jack.  That’s impossible.”

      “You did it with Geoff, though.  He was sitting right there, and I couldn’t see him.  Smashed my face right into him like a complete numpty.”  Neither said anything, once again Jack hearing his words as if they were not his words, but then latching on to everything he had just spoken and owning what he’d just said.

      “You want me to make you invisible?”

      “Yes.”  He was calm.  She was freaking out.  It was Jack.  She nearly loathed him as much as her father, as much as her former dance teacher.  Jack.  And yet here he was, not freaked, not exposing her.  He was rational, calm even.  Jack.

      “Not here,” is all she said, starting to walk again, the two of them heading back down the street as if making up their minds that this was going to happen.  Penny got to the approach to the park, the spot where that man had flashed her.  It still caused her hairs to stand on edge just thinking about it.  She quickened her pace as they entered the park.  It felt right that she would try this in the very place it had first happened between her and Abbey.  The realisation it was with Jack, of all the boys it could have been, just added an extra element of weirdness.

      “Over here,” she said.  They snuck off to one side, under some of the trees to be away from the main path, and as much as possible, undisturbed.  Her stomach had been flipping loops since Jack first approached, so she had no problems accessing her gift.

      Jack stood ready, watching her, as her eyes bore into him.  They seemed to dance with life, as Penny concentrated on her connection between the feeling and the manifestation.  Make Jack invisible she thought.  Immediately Jack disappeared, clothing and all.

      “Well?”  Jack said.  He’d apparently nor felt anything.

      “Oh, yeah, you won’t know,” she said, pulling a mirror from her bag and holding it out for Jack.  She felt his hand brush hers as he reached for it, and she let him take hold of it and turn it on himself.  He swore slowly for a few seconds.

      “Take it,” he said, Penny not knowing what he meant until the mirror, which had disappeared as soon as she’d let go of it, knocked against her hand.  She grasped the mirror, which reappeared once Jack had let go.  “Watch this,” Jack added, and she could hear him moving around a little, the odd leaf being disturbed in the grass.  His t-shirt suddenly dropped to the floor.

      “Ha, very good.”

      “You can see the t-shirt?” he asked.

      “Yes, appeared and hit the floor the moment you obviously let go of it.”

      His trainers appeared as he kicked them off, making Penny jump in surprise and laugh even harder; this was so much fun.  She could then hear him undoing his belt.  It rammed her firmly back into the past.  It reminded her of that night the previous year.

      “What are you doing?” she said.  Jack's school trousers dropped into view.

      “Oh, it’s freezing.  I should have thought this one through,” Jack laughed.

      “And I can reverse it, you know,” and she did just that.  Make Jack visible again.  He immediately was visible, standing there in just his underwear.  “Very nice,” she mocked.

      Jack scrambled to gather his clothes back together, putting on his trousers quickly and then his top, before finding his trainers.  Penny gave him some space and some privacy.

      “That’s not fair.  You have to allow me to control when I switch back.”

      “What?”

      “I could have been naked.”

      “I think that was the point, wasn’t it.”  She pushed him on the shoulder, the two of them quiet for a moment, no doubt thinking about what they’d just done.  Penny had never shown anyone what she could do, yet Jack was taking it in all so naturally.  Jack came in close, Penny assuming he wanted to kiss her, but she caught herself.  It was all too soon.  She left the trees and walked back down to the path.

      “You have to let me do that again.”

      “Why?”

      “Why?  Because it’s freaking awesome, Penny!  Think of what I could get us.”

      They walked through the park, now just around the corner from home.  Penny couldn’t take Jack there; her mother would probably be drunk.  The house was a state.  She walked towards the newsagents where she worked, instead.

      “Make me invisible.  I’ll get something from in there,” Jack said, pointing to the shop.  Penny felt guilty for contemplating it, but the thrill was even more compelling.  “But you have to give me the power to control it.  You can’t make me visible, okay?”

      She thought about that for a moment.  She was crazy even to be considering this, but if Jack was willing to go in and try to steal something––and get away with it––suddenly anything felt possible.  But to give him the power of control?  She’d come this far, she reasoned.  She had unknowingly found an ally.

      “Okay, I’ll do it,” she said.  Jack’s face lit up.

      “Promise you’ll do what I’ve asked?  I can’t get caught coming out of that place with a load of chocolate in my pockets.”

      “I promise,” she said, too excited to think otherwise, too intrigued to see if it would work.  She would walk into the shop with Jack––she realised she would have to anyway, otherwise the opening door would give him away.  Besides, she had to collect her month’s pay.

      A few seconds later Jack was invisible once more, and she’d given him the ability to control it himself.  After a few seconds, he reappeared.

      “You can see me again?” he said, checking it had worked.

      “Yes.”  He vanished again.

      “How many fingers am I holding up?”  He reappeared, a few steps from her with two fingers showing.

      “Two,” she said, and he vanished, before repeating the request, appearing again, this time with both hands raised and all fingers showing.

      “Ten,” she said.  Jack disappeared again.

      “Give me the mirror.”

      “Why?”

      “I need to make sure,” he said.  He apparently wasn’t one hundred per cent sure he was disappearing.  Penny reached into her bag and passed him her mirror.  He swore again, this time with a laugh, and gave it back to her.

      “Okay, I’m ready.  You’ll need to go in first,” Jack said, seemingly coming to the same conclusion she had already.

      “I’ll lead the way.  Look, I work for them, so don’t do anything crazy.  Just something little.  I’ll pick up my pay then leave, so be sure to be right behind me when I walk back out.  And for goodness sake, don’t knock anything over.  Are we clear?”

      “Crystal clear,” he whispered, so close to her ear that a warm shivered went down her neck.

      She walked in through the front door, the bell ringing and the door opening then closing again.  The shop owner looked up, smiled when he saw Penny and came out from the back.  He went straight to the till.

      Penny had no idea where Jack was.  As they would talk it all through after, as soon as they were in the front door, Jack had gone around to the left, away from the till, moving down the next aisle.  He’d then been standing by the rear door as the shop owner had walked past.  Jack had been waving his hands in the air––if he was, in fact, visible, the shopkeeper was doing an excellent job at ignoring him.  Jack quickly scurried back, making sure not to brush against anything.  He felt powerful, the adrenaline running through his veins not too different to those events from last year when he’d got himself sent off the football field, and when he’d overpowered Abbey.  Jack let it drop; this felt altogether more controllable.  He felt alive.

      Crouching down, he reached for a Mars bar.  As he touched it, it disappeared.  He placed it silently into his pocket.  He then repeated the feat, putting the second one in his other pocket––he wasn’t going to risk them being in contact with one another.  He didn’t know what noise that might make.  Then he waited.

      Penny was only a couple of minutes, and made it clear she was leaving, saying she’d see her boss again the following morning––Jack had never known Penny had a paper round like he also had––but then he never knew her that well at all.  The door opened, Jack now right behind her, his hand touching her back momentarily, Penny doing her best not to react, though that was hard; it all felt so electric.

      A few seconds later, now that they were both back around the corner and out of sight from anyone else, Jack reappeared and handed Penny her Mars bar.  They ate it laughing loudly between bites.
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        I’d never done anything like that before––never something criminal, as I would deem it, anyway, nor with an accomplice.  And it was with Jack Ferguson, of all the people it could have been.  We seemed to share a chemistry.  I think he liked me.

        But what if I was wrong about all that?  Crazy about his feelings for me, the fact I’d let him into my little world, shown him things I’d never revealed to anyone else before?  What if he abused all that, the way he abused Abbey?  The way he lost his temper for the school team?

        I wanted to make him forget.  Somehow––maybe, I reasoned, it was the fact deep down I didn’t want to change it––nothing would ever work.  I couldn’t make him forget.

        

      

      Jack carried around that Mars bar wrapper like a trophy, like a badge of honour, for the next week of school.  It’s symbolism and meaning lost on the students around him; no one would bother to ask him about it.  But he knew.  And every time Penny looked over and spotted Jack taking it yet again out of his pocket and holding it to his nose like a toddler would carry a blanket, she knew.  He’d often look at Penny, winking at her.

      Penny felt both alarmed and electrified.  She didn’t know what to do about it.

      She’d always liked Jack, in that she had loved the year seven version of the boy she didn’t know.  She thought he was cute, he was athletic––played a starring role in the school football team––and was one of the cooler kids.  She wasn’t in any of those brackets but was a free spirit.  So she had liked him from that first week of school.  And then she hadn’t.

      As much as she held affection for him––she couldn’t deny, though Penny tried, that some remained, to a certain degree––she loathed him in equal measure, especially after the Abbey incident.  Penny couldn’t help but feel partly responsible.  Responsible.  She would never go as far and admit it, but it had been her who had flooded Jack’s body with testosterone, and though he’d acted out what he thought that led him to do, she knew it’d only happened because of her revenge.  How that one had backfired.

      Penny still woke in a hot flush sometimes during the early hours occasionally, her house silent, her room in darkness, and she would hear those leaves being disturbed, the muffled silence of Abbey and the little sound that Jack had made.  She couldn’t get those images from her mind.

      In many ways, therefore, Jack Ferguson would always be the monster that raped Penny’s former best friend.

      [image: ]
* * *

      As lunchtime came, two things would happen in quick succession that would have Penny concerned and alarmed more than ever.  The first was a brief encounter with a girl from year seven.  Penny didn’t even know her name.  But Penny needed to realise she could still make people forget.  That she could always control her powers, and though these were not apparently working on Jack––he’d mentioned at least twice the Mars bar incident, as it had become known between them both, that morning––Penny had to be sure they would still work on everyone else.

      Penny spotted her opportunity as she walked along a less used corridor towards the back of the school building; it was a long way from the canteen, which was why it was usually so quiet.  Penny didn’t know if she’d ever seen the girl before––it didn’t matter who it was or if she’d even met her, though she just needed a girl––it had to be a girl––for an experiment.  She just needed to give someone an extraordinary power; for them to use it and then she’d make them forget.

      Penny had been walking around, trying to think through what she would use.  She eliminated a few options, as it might only freak out the student; hands able to produce fire––a girl might just scream that she was on fire.  Walk through walls––unless anyone knew they could, would they even try?  Fly; again, unless someone told her, why would she attempt it?  It had to be something apparent, therefore, and as Penny turned the corner of the corridor in question, a year seven girl had just turned the corner ahead of her, coming towards Penny.  There was a long stretch––about twenty metres––of the corridor between them.  The year seven girl had seen Penny, so that had given Penny an idea.

      Give that girl in front of me the ability to see through all clothes, so that she sees everybody naked.  The two girls were now only ten metres apart, Penny repressing a smile as the year seven girl froze––a girl was walking past her naked!  Penny kept walking, before turning around.

      “Something wrong?” Penny asked, turning around and facing the girl, who just stood there mute, shaking her head from side to side as her eyes scanned up and down Penny.  “You sure?”

      “You’re…” she started to say, as footsteps could be heard behind Penny, someone else approaching from the same direction that the year seven girl had just come.  Brilliant, Penny thought.

      Better still, it was a male teacher, and he casually walked past the two girls as if they weren’t even there.  Penny knew the girl was waiting for the teacher to spot Penny standing there naked––she was watching and waiting for the altercation––yet it didn’t happen.  And worse still, the teacher, too, was nude.  Penny had nearly burst out laughing when she spotted that realisation dawning on the girl’s young face.  Job accomplished, Penny turned around and carried on.  Undo that girl’s ability to see through clothes she quickly said before adding and make her forget she ever could.  Penny counted to five, before turning, spotting the girl walking back down the corridor.  Penny reached for a packet of polos in her pocket.

      “Hey,” she called back down the corridor after the girl, who turned, a little alarmed, even more so when she spotted the much older girl closing in on her.  “Did you drop these?” Penny asked, in a gentle tone, aware that the girl had seemed afraid.

      “Oh, no, I didn’t,” she said, matter-of-factly, no sense of embarrassment, no recollection at all of Penny in her expression.

      “Have we met?”  Penny had to be sure.

      “I don’t think so,” she replied as if thinking for a moment and being sure that she hadn’t seen Penny before.

      “No worries.  Enjoy your day.”  Penny backed away, clear she hadn’t lost her ability to make someone forget.  She headed back for the canteen.

      As Penny sat down five minutes later, a drink in hand that she’d just purchased, she pondered what it all meant.  It had been exciting to have done what she did.  Penny felt a freedom she had never known before––the ability to make others see things they didn’t think they could, didn’t think they should.  The thought that dropped in next, however, she tried to ignore––what made her any different from that flasher who’d done the same to her?  That incident had left Penny feeling violated, abused.  At least she’d made the girl forget.  She would have no reoccurring memories of the incident––or so Penny thought.  Little did Penny know back then that every action produced a change.  Even undoing something, it was as if scar tissue remained, some evidence that the subject had changed.  These were usually untraceable, usually having little bearing on the individual, but they had all changed. They had all been affected.

      “What you up to, Black?”  Jack sat down next to Penny.  He’d got into the habit of doing that more and more over the last week, his cockiness growing increasingly.  He dropped the Mars bar wrapper in front of her.  “Want to have some more fun?”

      That wrapper––the reminder that she couldn’t make Jack forget, despite how much she wanted to––represented everything at that moment.  Why was it different with him?  The question, the absence of an answer, was beginning to drive Penny crazy.

      “I told you, we aren’t doing that anymore.”

      “So you keep saying,” and he pulled his bag onto the chair between them both and proceeded to open it as if he had illegal drugs in there or something.  It was full of sweets.

      “Where did you get these?” Penny said at once, though even as she was forming the question, she knew the answer before he said anything.

      “Where do you think?  You said we weren’t doing it anymore, but that doesn’t mean I can’t.”

      “It’s wrong!”

      “What is?” he said, coming in closer, leaning over his bag full of stolen food items so that he could whisper into her right ear.  “The fact I’ve been stealing things again, or the fact you can make people disappear?”  He sat back in his chair, a smugness about him that wasn’t becoming.  Abbey walked out through the doors at that moment, right next to their table, glancing briefly over but leaving them both there.  As far as Abbey cared, Penny could have Jack––maybe they were a perfect match.

      Penny sat in silence, not sure what to say.  Jack had her; she knew that.  And she could do nothing about it.  She’d tried to take away his ability to be invisible––despite their agreement that she wouldn’t––and it wasn’t working, just like her efforts to make him forget it all.

      He got up from the table, closing his bag again and raising it to his shoulder.

      “If I can do this by myself for chocolate,” he said, his voice calm, “think what we can achieve working together.  Think.”  He said no more, walking away before Penny had turned to look up at him, realising what he was suggesting.

      The temptation was real.  If Penny was able to help Jack––opening doors for him, generally being on the lookout, they could get into almost anywhere.  They could be rich.  She knew it was wrong.  She knew she shouldn’t be thinking like that, but to stop was too hard.  She’d never had much growing up, her parents never the means to spend money, neither had they possessed the motivation, either.  Life was a simple existence.  She got up early each morning to work a paper round––up when only loons, it seemed, would walk the streets.  She’d met her fair share.  She did that, despite the drawbacks, to have money to get her through school.  It wasn’t much, but it was enough.

      In Jack, she had an accomplice.  Someone who would carry out the crimes himself.  Was Penny just...just?  She didn’t know how to answer that.  She was more than just a lookout, more than just a civilian.  She would be as guilty as he was.  They were in it together.  She already felt bad enough stealing that Mars bar from the newsagents from where she worked her paper round.  No, she couldn’t be involved in anything more.  And she wouldn’t let Jack, either.  She didn’t, however, have a single idea how she might be able to stop him.
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        Even then, I feared I’d unleashed something in Jack that I would soon regret.  And I had, and I would, but that’s a story for another day.

        What was most pressing were the questions about why nothing ever worked on Jack to make him forget, to make his abilities return to what they had been?  Yes, I’d agreed when I gave him invisibility to allow him to control it.  It’s as if, however, my gift treated that as if it was a legally binding document, writing its own small-print that would stop me finding a way out.  It had cheated me out of my gift.

        Then I started reflecting on the fact someone knew about me––really knew.  Maybe Jack couldn’t forget because I didn't want him to, deep down?  Perhaps we were meant to share this load together?  Suddenly, as if waking up, and while midway through my GCSE year, I saw things differently.

        Maybe I should give Jack a chance?

        

      

      Jack wasn’t Penny’s first boyfriend, and he wouldn’t be her last, either, but he was the first person she’d get close to whom knew a little more about who she was.  Jack didn’t know the whole truth, however.  Penny––and she didn’t know why––had picked up that while Jack knew, and seemed okay with the fact that Penny could make people invisible, he didn’t think she could do anything else.  He had no idea Penny had powers––plural––as opposed to the singular.  She hadn’t raised it, either.

      As the spring holidays came around, Penny was ready to take the next step with Jack.  She wanted to ask him out on an official date.  The truth was, Penny wanted him to ask her, though Penny had been so straight with him––her loathing often so tangible, so real in fact––that she doubted he ever would.  Yes, they’d indeed grown closer since she’d shown him part of what she could do––of who Penny was––but still, she’d not given him any more signs than that.

      She knew they shared a passion for the cinema––he had in the past anyway, at least, though she could have had no idea it’d become dull for him since––so had planned to ask him that weekend.

      “Hey, Jack,” she said, pushing a few strands of hair behind her ear as she eased over to his table now it was just the two of them in the classroom at the end of the day.

      “What’s up, Black?”

      “You up for catching a film this weekend at the cinema?”

      Jack hadn’t been for months.  He’d had far more enjoyable things to do than sit in a dark room as pictures flashed across a screen.  He was watching that all in real life.  She had no idea.

      “Maybe.  Who’s going?” Jack said though it was clear it offered little interest.  He apparently wanted to ascertain the group––maybe, given the right personnel, he would be interested.  But they both knew she didn't know such personage well enough to be going anywhere with them.

      “Just us,” she said, trying to be as playful as she could.  It didn’t come naturally.

      “Oh,” he said immediately, his demeanour changing instantly.  “A date, you mean?”

      “If you want to call it that.”

      “Sure,” he said, smiling now.

      “What?” Penny said, frustrated that she’d never been able to read his mind as quickly as anyone else.

      “I just thought you’d never actually ask, that’s all.”

      “Why?”  Penny didn’t like the connotation from the moment he’d spoken those words.

      “Just, it’s you, isn’t it.  You aren’t exactly like all the other girls.”

      “Meaning?”

      “No, don’t get me wrong, I’m happy you’ve asked me,” he said, smiling and trying to take her hand, which she was refusing him at that moment.  “It’s just; you do things your own way.  You know your own mind.  I just thought you would never be into dating, that’s all.  I’m happy I was wrong.”

      “It’s just a film,” she said, wondering if she should have even asked him at all now.

      “That’s what they all say, at first,” he laughed, getting up and leaving the room.  “I’ll call you,” he shouted through the door before disappearing from view.  Penny wasn’t even aware he had her number.

      [image: ]
* * *

      He had called later that night––clearly, somehow, he had her number––and they were heading out together on their first date that coming Saturday.  Penny hadn’t told her mother, who was no doubt sleeping off yet another heavy night’s drinking, so that Penny was up, dressed and out that Saturday morning before she’d had the chance to see her.  It was easier that way.  Penny didn’t get dressed up that often, and it would have raised too many questions with her mother if she had spotted her before leaving.

      “Oh. My.”  Jack stood there speechless as he first spotted Penny standing outside of the cinema, at the place where they’d agreed to meet.  “Don’t you scrub up well.”  He was impressed.  Penny blushed.  Jack was wearing some denim jeans and a skinny fit black polo neck t-shirt––smart looking, gelled hair––but nowhere near as eye-catching as Penny now was.  She looked beautiful.  She’d not had reason to dress up like that for anyone, besides when she’d gone to the school dance, though hadn’t made such an effort even then.  The recollection of the dance jarred with the moment.  Jack had raped Abbey that night, she’d seen it.  Jack had got away with it.  As far as he knew, the only other person who was aware of it––Abbey, his girlfriend at the time and the victim––wasn’t saying anything to anyone.  Jack had got away with it if Jack even still remembered it.  Penny had long wondered what recollection he had.  She was sure the memory was there, somewhere, though doubted, given his actions, it had dogged him as much as it had her.  A cold shiver went down her spine.  What was she doing?

      “Thanks,” she said, Jack still standing there, silent for a few seconds, waiting for her response.

      “Have you eaten?”  It was not quite lunchtime, but then again, early enough to not need to go straight to watch a film.

      “No,” Penny said, looking at her watch.

      “Come on then, let’s grab something to eat and we’ll come on here after, okay?” he said, taking her by the hand as he started to lead her down the street.  She went with him, giving him the unvoiced answer he needed, holding his hand in return this time, too.  And it felt good.  Why was it feeling good?  Why did she like holding hands with Jack, who with these same hands had…had done that to Abbey?  She felt torn.

      They ate at McDonald's as only two teens might.  They had a lot to learn about life.

      “Tell me about yourself,” Jack had probed as they placed their trays down on the table, order already made.  Jack knew the rumours about Penny’s mother––everyone knew she was a drunk––but also, Jack knew, there was so much he didn’t know about her; so much he wanted to know.

      “I’m not sure what to say.  We’ve been in the same class for nearly four years, Jack, don’t you know me well enough already?”  Penny was being obviously defensive.  Jack laughed out loud.

      “Penn,” he said, a change from his usual reference to her by only her surname, the first indication they’d moved from classmates to friends––boyfriend and girlfriend, even.  “We both know the sides of ourselves we choose to reveal at school are far from the whole story.  You, especially, would understand that.”  Once more, that reference to her gift.  He didn’t know the half of it.

      “Well,” she started, reluctantly talking about herself, probably her least favourite topic, “you know about my mother.”  She left it at that.  Penny wasn’t under any illusions Jack wasn’t aware that her mother was a drunk, and his reaction confirmed it, as he broke eye contact with her briefly, looking down at his feet, as if sorry that they all knew.  Maybe he’d been part of the gossip?

      “How bad is it?”  Jack was looking up again now at her, his eyes soft and full of care, Penny unable to hold his gaze, scared that she’d give too much away, that she’d get sucked in by those bright eyes and cease to exist anymore.

      “It’s terrible, to be honest.  Worse than that.  We don’t speak.”  There was silence for a moment.  Penny had never spoken to anyone about any of this before.  It felt such unchartered territory.

      “Has she always been that way?”  Jack said after those few seconds of silence.

      “No, it’s been more over the last ten years.  It got worse when my father left home.”

      “Your dad walked out on you both?”  Jack had never known about Penny’s father, and the fact he’d used the word dad also didn’t sit right with Penny.  Her father had been a million miles from ever being her dad.

      “Yes, just the other year.  He’d been cheating on mum since I was five, however.  That’s when the drinking started.”

      “Penn,” he said, reaching across and touching her hands which rested on the edge of the table, wanting to make contact.  He noticed there were no tears, nothing showing in her passionate face that suggested talking about it was causing her any emotional pain.  If anything, she looked cold to it all, very matter of fact about how she was discussing her past.

      “It’s how it is, really, nothing more I can do about it,” she said, brushing off his concern in much the same way she had just brushed off his hands from hers.  She wasn’t ready for physical comfort, not while she was talking about it all.

      “It can’t be easy,” he said.  Easy, Penny thought, no it was far from that.  It had never been comfortable from the moment my parents conceived me.  She wasn’t ready to talk about any of that, however.

      “I’m an only child, so I do have quite a lot of freedom, and I do a paper round,” she ended, as if that summed up the whole of who she was.  She just needed to move the conversation on, switch the topic from the train wreck of an upbringing she’d gone through so that they could talk about something else.  “What about you?  Brothers, sisters?” she said before he could have responded to anything she’d just said.  She knew Jack had a sister.

      “I have an older sister, Lucy.  She’s in year eleven.  There are twenty months between us, however.  We get on okay, better now than we used to, but have our own lives.  Mum died a few years ago.  It’s just my dad now.”  Penny had not known about Jack losing his mother, which if it had been within the last four years, would have happened while they were classmates.  She thought for a moment if there had been a time when Jack was not in school, but nothing sprang to mind.

      “So we aren’t too different, parent-wise.”  Penny didn’t know what else to say.

      “There isn’t a day that goes by that I don’t miss her,” Jack said, tears almost already in both eyes.  Penny had never seen this side to Jack, this tenderness, this emotional edge to him.  It was powerful and endearing, though she would repress that feeling as much as she could.  It was Jack about whom she was talking.

      “You sound like you were all happy together,” Penny said, having given Jack a little time to compose himself.

      “We had our moments.  Luce used to argue a lot with my parents, mum especially.  I was always the peacemaker.”  That surprised Penny; Jack didn’t seem much of a peacemaker at school.  Though the fact mother and daughter might fight was nothing new to Penny––how little Jack knew how that felt.  “But yes, now we all get along well.  It’s as if mum’s death brought us all closer.  Luce took over the role of mum to me.  She’s always watching out for me.  Dad’s just in his own little world.  Her death hit him hard.”  Penny wanted to ask what had happened, but knew she didn’t have the words to do that, nor was it the time.  She would probably find out before too long.

      They sucked on their straws for a while, drinking in silence, their conversation hanging around the table like smoke in an old English pub, thick and heavy.

      By the end of the film later that afternoon their moods were somewhat brighter.  Jack had put his arm around Penny barely seconds into the film's start, and she had let it remain.  The longer it continued, the more natural, more enjoyable it felt.  They’d kissed when the film had finished, nothing over the top, but firm and on the lips nonetheless.  Their second, first kiss.  This time it was for the right reason.

      Penny walked home, having said goodbye to Jack on the edge of the park, caught between two emotions.  She was falling for Jack, and she was despising herself for that very same reason.  Penny felt compromised.  How could she have allowed herself to get involved with someone like Jack?  Would he ever tell her about that side of him?  She knew the answer as quickly as she’d thought it.  Of course, he wouldn’t.  He would have buried that, along with who knew how much other baggage.  Jack had dated many girls––he thought himself quite the catch.  Was Penny just another one, another girl to fill in some time with, until Jack had his fix and was ready to move on to the next willing participant?  And as much as Penny now despised Abbey, she still felt she was betraying the memory of their friendship by dating Jack, who’d done something so unspeakable to her former friend.  Yes, Penny was plotting against Abbey and was just weeks away from outworking that.  But part of her felt sad that she was now even in such a place with Jack.

      Penny didn’t have anyone else to talk to, however.  Jack, for the time being, would have to do.
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        It’s amazing how quickly one’s resolve can change, like a high stone wall one minute, gone the next.  An earthquake had shaken my world, crumbling all that I had thought immovable.  It had so suddenly come crashing down, and at times I felt caught in the middle of it, trapped inside a falling building, lost inside something already doomed.

        It’s amazing how quickly a fifteen-year-old can think they’ve fallen in love.

        I felt so confused back then.  One day I was thinking one thing, the next the total opposite.  I had no father to turn to, no mother available, no friend to lean on.  I felt vulnerable and exposed, yet as much as I’d let him in, I hadn’t told him everything.  I daren’t.  He’d somehow believed that what I had was limited to just invisibility, and I hadn’t corrected him.

        Did I love him, then, even then, even in those early days of teenage bliss?  When I finally felt like everyone else, when I could put all the turmoil of my recent years to one side––never behind me, it was always present––but to one side, nonetheless?  But, he knew so little about me; no one could know everything about me and still love me.

        Of course, he’d never said those words, and he’d never actually get to the point when he’d utter those three empty, pointless, untrue words: I love you.  Will I ever hear those words, just once even?  Will I ever be told for the first time, that I, Penny Black, am loved?

        

      

      As year ten came to a close, what had started with Penny arriving to her first Music lesson of the year, when she had been the first waiting there for her teacher, Mr Hanson, had ended with her not even thinking about him anymore.  She was well over her crush.  Penny needed to be over it, she knew––it wasn’t healthy.  Besides, she had a boyfriend.

      By that point, it was clear to all that Penny and Jack were an item.  Abbey hadn’t spoken to either of them for weeks, despite the fact they shared half their classes with one another.  Abbey would always be sitting in the furthermost possible spot from either of the other two––who usually sat together, anyway.  Everybody could understand why.  Nobody bothered to mention it.  These things happened.  Jack was a player––it was Penny this term.  They all assumed he would move onto another flavour the following year.

      Except he wouldn’t.  He wouldn’t be starting year eleven at all, in fact.

      [image: ]
* * *

      The second time Penny was to knowingly and openly break the law with Jack was one weekend at the end of May.  It was a bank holiday weekend, three days off school.  Jack had arranged to meet Penny in town, so she’d set out just after eleven––her mother up, for a change, and asking where she was going, to which Penny just said out.  The meeting point was at the end of the high street, just around the corner from a large but independent newsagents store, which sold everything from magazines to DVDs.  An off-licence was next door.

      “What’s your favourite magazine?” Jack asked.  He was wearing a large rain jacket, not unlike the one Penny’s flasher had been wearing, its pockets deep and spacious.

      “Why?” she asked, suspiciously––she didn’t know why, as Jack could have been intending to buy her something, but Penny already felt she knew otherwise.  It had been clear that Jack had been continuing to steal the odd thing, though Penny felt confident it was more regular than even he was saying.

      “‘Cause I’m going in there and I’ll get you whatever you want, okay?”  He motioned with his head to the shop they were standing beside.  The fact they were even standing in the alley, thereby hidden from the passing foot traffic there might have been at that time of day, already told Penny he intended to disappear once more.  This time he wanted her help again.  She was sure he didn’t need it.

      “I don’t want you to take anything, Jack.”

      “Penn, relax.  No one will catch me.  They never even know.”  So he had done it many times, she knew it without needing to ask him again.  What had she created?

      “But it’s stealing.”

      “Not if we put it back when done.  Okay?”  Penny looked at him.

      “Put it back again after, you mean?”

      “Yes, why not?”  He had no intention of putting anything back, but if it made her feel better about it all, that’s what he would say.

      “Okay,” she said, and with barely a glance back over his shoulder, and without either of them saying another word, he vanished, there one moment, gone the next.  He reached out his hand, brushing Penny on the cheek.

      “It’ll be okay.  I’ll be right behind you.  Just walk in, go over to the magazine aisle, and I’ll be close to you the whole time.  Pick up the one you want, then put it down.  Count to ten, then turn slowly and walk out.  I’ll follow you.”

      She didn’t like any of this.  It should be her giving the orders, her in control––this seemed as out of control as she’d ever felt––and yet, with Jack, there was something familiar.  Something safe, even, if she allowed herself that thought.  She wouldn’t.  Jack was not right for her, she sensed it more and more.

      She turned, feeling Jack’s hand pat her on her backside, which she tried to ignore.  Moments later, she was around the corner, walking in through the automatic doors, which shut themselves a couple of seconds after.  She had no way of knowing if Jack was there––she couldn’t see anything––but was sure he was.  She went to the magazines.  There were a lot on offer; Penny knew this could take a while, though she couldn’t stand it to be that long.  She paused at the mags aimed at her age group.  Something caught her eye to the left––the bottom magazine had moved just a fraction as if someone had trodden on it as if Jack was standing there.  Maybe Jack was, though it was an odd place from where to watch her?  He could just as quickly see if standing beside her.  Perhaps he’s reaching for something, she thought, glancing up to see a top shelf full of adult magazines, most covered in a sheet of card and wrapped in clear plastic, but all showing enough to hint at the temptations within.  The front-most copy of Playboy then suddenly disappeared, followed by Penthouse.  The magazine on the bottom shelf, which formed the base and which she’d seen move slightly seconds before, now slid to one side more forcefully.  She heard the sound of two feet landing heavily in the aisle next to her.  Jack must have slipped.  Thankfully no one was around them.

      “Jack, what the hell are you doing?” she whispered, venom running through her nervous words despite their minimal volume.

      “I’m okay,” he whispered back, before adding, “Get a move on, will you.”

      She picked one of the mags up, flicked through it before dropping it back on the shelf, turning to walk away, glancing as she did to see the same magazine disappear, the pile one less, though, to an untrained eye, the change was all but impossible to have noticed.

      She slowly made her way back towards the exit, glancing at a few things, not wanting to act suspiciously in any way, not wanting to draw attention to the fact she was taking part in a theft.  An element of her involvement, she knew, was exciting.  Doing something criminal, in a way, had a definite spark to it.  It was all so risky.  An equally significant part told her it was wrong.  It was dangerous.  She could be exposed.

      Now back around the corner, in the alley they had been in just minutes before, Jack reappeared, standing there smug, his grin wide, his eyes bright.

      “See,” he said, pulling out the magazine from his inside pocket that she’d asked for, “said it would be easy, didn’t I?”  There were two other magazines inside his pocket as well.

      “What did you get for yourself?”  She had spotted them in his pocket, so he wasn’t going to lie.  He pulled them both out.  She looked at him with a certain level of disgust, which he mostly missed as he was tearing open the first of the magazines.  “I thought you were going to put them back after?” she said, the fact he’d opened one, meaning that was now wholly untrue.

      “Believe me, no one will want this once I’m through with it,” he said, and she loathed him all the more.  He looked up at her.  There it was.  That same look, those same eyes, she’d seen twice before.  The first being the moment he’d stormed off that football pitch, the referee’s red card still held high in the air, and the second had been in those woods, with a silent Abbey helplessly on the floor beneath him.  The monster was still inside him.

      “That’s sick; you know that.”

      “What is?  These, come off it.  Don’t say you disapprove?”  He seemed bemused that she was in any way bothered that her boyfriend was looking at a magazine aimed at men and full of naked women.  He was fifteen.

      “I’m serious!”  He finally looked up, having been engrossed in the first pages already, barely registering the fact she was standing right there.  She had not even bothered to look at the magazine he’d given her.  She’d seen enough inside the store.

      “Okay,” he said, reluctantly, putting them both back inside his jacket.  The coat seemed designed for just such a purpose, its deep inside pockets suitable for mags, bottles, anything sizeable that needed concealing.

      “I’m going to go in and pay for this,” she said, waving the magazine in the air, and turning around despite Jack’s protests.

      “Why?  We’re already outside the shop, we’ve already got away with it,” but she didn’t stop.  She walked in, not obviously showing she had the mag in her hands, and after taking a turn down the magazine aisle, Penny went to the cash point and paid––she doubted she would even read it.  She had never been a magazine sort of girl.  But it felt the right thing to do.  What Jack chose to do would be entirely on him.  She realised he had no intention of ever bringing them back.

      She walked out of the shop again, this time having purchased the magazine which hung in a bag, and found Jack waiting for her on a bench in the centre of the high-street.  The whole area had been pedestrianised a decade before, though even then the area had been primarily run down, the wave of empty shops that started appearing meaning more was now closed than open in that part of the city.  Most people went to the few sizeable out-of-town shopping centres that were fast becoming popular, Blue Water and Lakeside being two of the biggest.

      “I need to get back home now,” Penny said.

      “Really?” but he wasn’t making much of a fuss.  The truth was he looked relieved that Penny was going.  He’d looked let down from the moment she insisted on paying for the stolen mag.  “Okay, I’ll see you tomorrow?”  She gave him a nod of the head––they had no plans made for Sunday, neither had she anything to return home for, she just didn’t want to be around him.  She didn’t want to be with him at all, in fact.  She needed space to think.  She’d seen a side of him he hadn’t shown her before.  She needed to know a little more.

      Five minutes later they were going their separate ways, and instead of heading the same way together for the first half mile––which would have taken them both home before they needed to split up––Jack had walked the other way up the high-street.  Penny wanted to know where he was going.  Leaving it a while, she doubled back and started walking a little faster to be able to keep sight of him.

      She need not have rushed, as just three minutes later, and just off the far end of the high street, Jack walked into the town’s leisure centre, Penny catching him go through the doors before he vanished.  She stood there for a moment, hidden from view but trying to work out what had just happened.
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        I never did find out that day why Jack was sneaking into the sports centre––it was apparent enough, it seemed, that he just didn’t want to pay.  It hadn’t crossed my mind back then, though, why he had no sports bag with him, nothing to change into once he'd gained free entry.  A bag couldn’t have been hidden, unknown, in that bloody mack of his.

        Just a few days later, however, I would get an idea.  I would gain further insight into Jack's ever-darkening mind during that free period we had mid-morning on Tuesdays.

        It frightened me more than anything. I think, more than even first finding out I had such a gift, maybe even more than what happened with my mother.  I couldn’t control this.  I’d done this to him, I’d altered him, and now had no way of undoing whatever I had done.

        

      

      The weekend had been a warm one as summer had come early, it seemed.  Jack and Penny would not end up meeting on Sunday, and on the Bank Holiday itself, Jack was busy with his dad and sister Lucy.  They were off to a County Show, something they did every year, something the three of them had always done with their mother, too, so something they now did in her honour.  Lucy, Jack’s older sister, was unusually sombre during those days.

      Feeling a little more refreshed with a long weekend away from school, the students of year ten, and 10W in particular, came back into classes that Tuesday.  Jack had barely said a word to Penny, which was a little unusual.  As the third lesson approached––it was a free period, now that the extra revision lessons had finished, the mock exams long behind them, the students tended to just hang around outside of the school, something that only those in the top two years were allowed to do in the secondary school.  Those in the sixth form could come and go as they pleased, and rarely socialised with anyone still in a school uniform.

      Jack had often hung out with Penny during that free period; the couple often caught getting away from others, usually spied by some of the boys just kissing.  Jack was getting teased a little for that, though soon brushed it off.  He’d long since been telling his mates how good she was in bed––they’d never slept together––and that only made them look at Penny with new eyes.  She was easy.  But she was also Jack’s girl.  Darn.

      Jack snuck away as soon as the bell rang for the third period.  Penny hadn’t even made it over to his desk.

      This pattern repeated for the following week, same day, the same result, Jack gone and out of the door before anyone else had even packed away.  Penny knew Jack was up to something and needed to find out what.  She’d not raised the issue when they would go on yet another date––she did not know what to do, how to end it finally.  The more Penny thought about it, the more trapped she felt.  She had connected herself, albeit loosely, with all the illegal stuff he was now doing, and risked being exposed if she was to break it off.  Penny knew Jack would tell everybody, might even show off his new skill to prove it, the moment Penny split up with him.  What could she do?

      So through cinema visit after cinema visit, she put up with it all for those next few weeks, as June crept slowly on, and the promise of summer loomed ever nearer.  Without school––it was all Olympic fever in London that summer because of the home games––and no other distractions, Penny couldn’t bear the thought of so much free time.  The home was impossible, spending it with Jack as equally precarious.  She needed a plan.  And that started with knowing what, precisely, Jack was doing.

      It was the third week, having herself gone to the bathroom five minutes before the end of the lesson under the ruse that she felt sick, that she started to form an understanding of the full horror that had become Jack.  Hiding behind the toilet door, thankful that she was currently the only student in that particular girls’ toilet, she listened for the sound of footsteps, spotting Jack coming down, on schedule, seconds after the bell had rung.  She started to follow him, the corridors filling up quickly so that the risk of being spotted by her boyfriend was minimal.  Besides, he seemed to be on a mission of his own, stopping for no one, as he moved outside and around the back of the school, towards the sports area.  Coming around the side of the gym, towards the rear doors––the school, for what it lacked in student standards and ability, did have plenty of outdoor playing fields and tennis courts and a newly built gym as well as a twenty-five-metre indoor swimming pool.  The rear doors led back towards the gym, where there was a staff room located, as well as a small weights area and the changing rooms, which were next to the pool.

      Penny watched from the outside––Jack wasn’t apparently going anywhere in particular.  He wasn’t shooting hoops in the gym, which seemed empty.  Jack wasn’t there to work out in the weights area, the school boasting a small, but a well-conditioned set of machines for pumping iron.  He was just loitering.  It continued for five minutes, the area amuck with year nine kids who appeared to have PE that period.  Penny stood to one side as boys and girls piled in through the doors.

      Five minutes later she could hear them all moving back out again, and in the melee, she’d lost sight of Jack.  She knew there was no way he had come out of the doors she was standing beside––it’d been a one-way torrent of incoming students.  Had anyone been pushing their way through––visible or not––it would have been evident to all.  She went inside.  The year nines were not coming to the gym; they’d gone into the pool.  Penny called into the empty sport’s hall.

      “Jack, you here?”  There was no answer.  Penny went to the main wall running down towards the changing rooms, which listed all the lessons for each period across the five-day school week.  It confirmed that four of the year nine classes had double swimming during that hour this term.  She had an idea, suddenly, where Jack was.  And she had just fifty minutes to think up a solution to know for sure.

      It was a poster on the wall of the corridor that gave her an answer––Abbey in all her glory, legs the length of a table, the school championing their soon to be Olympian.  There to inspire them all to dream bigger.  The poster gave dates and times of the nights Abbey was due to compete, as well as details of the opening ceremony, and the fact the school had been given a block of tickets.  Which of the students got the remaining available tickets was going to be cast by lots.  Everyone wanted to win.

      As the students started spilling out of the swimming pool––girls darting left and into their changing rooms that sat immediately there, boys with their towel around their shoulders and heading right––Penny let them all pass.  Again, the crush made it impossible that Jack could be in their midst, unknown.  He’d had no place being there, either way.  Penny felt a little self-conscious just standing there, but they all passed her, one way or the other, and no one said a word.  The teacher was then the last to leave, a male teacher, and he locked the door to the pool behind him after pulling it shut.  So, Jack couldn’t still be inside; otherwise, he was locked in; which meant he was somewhere else.  Penny felt like she knew where.

      The teacher went off in the other direction after calling the girls and telling them to hurry up.  With a pad in hand, Penny was ready.  She had grabbed one of the mini fliers that had been displayed next to Abbey’s giant poster and was standing ready.  The first girl out through the door barely even five minutes later––her hair still looked soaked, eyes bloodshot––was surprised to see someone waiting.

      “What’s this?” she asked, seeing Penny in the doorway, partially blocking her passage.

      “I’m taking names for the Opening Ceremony ticket raffle––two tickets to the lucky ones drawn out,” she said, waving the leaflet she’d just taken in front of the girl’s face.  The year nine student just shrieked.  Soon word got around.

      Over the next ten minutes, being careful only to allow them out one by one––there was no way Jack could have been hiding in their midst––she continued her charade.  When all the girls were out, Penny poked her head around to see that the last one had gone, then entered the changing room and locked the door from the inside.

      “Jack, I know you’re in here,” she called, more angry at him than ever.  There was no reply, but she was sure she had heard the intake of breath.  Penny picked up a broom from the corner of the room that had been standing next to the door and proceeded to spin around on the spot with it extended out horizontally from her.

      “I know you are hiding in here Jack Ferguson and I will find you.”  She smashed it into the corner with some venom, sure that he’d been lurking there.  The showers were wet––as was much of the floor in the changing area––so she was certain he couldn’t be in there.  She would be able to see his footprints in the wet tiles.  She swung the broom at ankle height along the benches, constantly listening for any sound.  “Jack, it’s over.  I’ve caught you, you sick pervert.  You were spying on these girls!”  Still there was no sound; nevertheless, Penny moved around the room like a ninja, swinging at will, trying to catch something, any sign that she wasn’t, in fact, speaking to an empty room, that he wasn’t even there.  Five minutes went by, and suddenly there was a rattle at the door.  For a second Penny was sure Jack was trying to get out of the changing room, but a call and rattle of keys from outside of the door told Penny it was the teacher coming back to check all was clean.  The key turned.

      “Is anyone…” he started to say, clearly checking the room was clear before he spotted Penny, broom in hand.  “Penny, what are you doing in here?”

      “I borrowed the broom earlier and was just bringing it back.  Thought I’d give the place a quick sweep, first.”  Thankfully she’d stopped swinging it around when she’d heard the keys in the door.

      “Okay, thanks.  I’ll leave you to it but must ask you to hurry.  I need to lock up for lunch now, so have to ask you to leave soon.”

      “It’s okay,” she said, immediately.  “I’ve finished,” and she walked over to the door, placing the broom back where she had found it, and walked up the corridor.  She heard the teacher locking the door, and he then walked up the hallway as well.

      “Is it okay if I use the weights?” Penny asked once he’d turned the corner, “just for fifteen minutes.  Or are you locking down the whole section for lunch?”

      “No, that’s okay.  It’s just the changing rooms we lock.  Go ahead.  You’ll be unsupervised, so please be careful.  I take it you know what you are doing?”  He’d not once seen Penny using the weights, but knew she was one of the fitter members of year ten––Abbey by far the fittest, of course, who was in a league of her own.

      “Yes,” she said, placing her hand on the top of the machine as if ready to set some weights she was about to lift, before just sitting down on the bench, the teacher by then turned and headed out.  It was another five minutes, the whole area in total silence, Penny not doing anything to change that, until she heard the turning of the lock on the inside of a changing room door, the sound of a door opening and then closing again, and the thump thump of footsteps coming up the corridor.  She got a few seconds glimpse of Jack as he rounded the corner, his face in a rage, oblivious to the fact Penny was sitting watching him from the other direction.  She heard the outside doors swing open and then shut again before everything returned to silence.

      “The sick bastard,” she said aloud, to no-one but herself.
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        For the first time, the day I sat on that bench and watched my boyfriend round the corner––proving my theory in the process that he’d been in that changing room––I started to understand what I’d done to him.  Enchantments have reactions.  I’d once made him a beast, once causing his body to produce so much testosterone that he couldn’t control it, which had driven him to do the unforgivable.  I had then undone what I’d given him after that.  But it had created a change.

        Here, months later was the continued outworking of that change.  It hadn’t ended with that rape.  It was merely just beginning.  Jack was now the boy who stole pornographic magazines right in front of his girlfriend’s face, who sat in female changing rooms to spy on grown women––I’d twigged that this is what he used that leisure centre for––and now had moved onto girls from school after swimming.  Swimming!  Not hockey, or tennis or athletics, where, let’s be honest, most year nines would just swap their shorts for their school uniform, no need for any further nakedness.  But swimming, where it was impossible not to be.  And he’d been sitting there, standing there, somehow, in the midst of four classes worth of girls, and just watching, leering.  Just like with that magazine.  But now in the flesh.  Now much younger.

        Crap––I’d made a monster.  I was Frankenstein.

        

      

      Jack had not spoken to Penny for the remainder of that day––it was as if both knew the other knew, though neither was talking to confirm it all.  Jack tried, as best he could, to act normal around Penny for the rest of the week, keeping up the pretence that he knew nothing about his girlfriend’s venture into the girls’ changing room earlier that week.

      Penny had no choice but to play along.  She still hadn’t worked out a way to extricate herself from it all.  At least when summer came, the school would be over.  The girls of year nine, who still had weeks more lessons ahead of them––she’d checked––would be safe once more.  Penny knew she had to come up with a plan to stop Jack.

      That following Tuesday, this time Jack had not raced off immediately after the bell.  It was as if he was trying to act like he never had.  That Penny had just made a fool of herself––something, if she had, no one would have known about, anyway.  It was as if, he imagined, she would just let it drop.  She could never do that, however.

      Their last date would be the weekend before the end of the term.  It wasn’t an official last date––neither said anything to the other––but both Penny and Jack just knew.  Penny was relieved.  While it didn’t make her problem go away––Jack still knew about her power, and she had no way of making him not know––she had got to the point where she was unable to be around him.

      Anytime they had been close during the previous month––when she allowed herself, she could be head over heels in love with Jack Ferguson––she kept having flashbacks to Abbey in those woods.  Jack, the charmer.  Jack the boy grabbing an arse, pulling a girl in towards him.  Jack the guy throwing Abbey to the ground.  Jack the guy raping her former best friend.

      She felt repulsed the more they got close.  Jack had a particular charm, a mask he used well, to lure in girls.  He was an expert fisherman, some would say.

      If Penny was to cut herself off from Jack––as with taking a medicine you know you wouldn’t enjoy, but know it was what you need to do––she could do it more comfortably if she spent less time with him.  Despite every craving in her longing for her to be with a guy.  Needing to be with a guy; needing love, needing protection.  Craving something she had never known.  Jack could not fill that void––Jack could not be allowed to fill that void.  She understood, however, he could have quickly filled that void if she let him.

      It was following another trip to the cinema––the last one she’d do with Jack––when Penny would later arrive home and ask herself what she was doing with someone like Jack?  He’d spent more of the film stroking her thighs, rubbing her back, trying to grab hold of anything he could, anything from which she wasn’t batting his hand continually.  It was as if Jack saw the dimmed lights as permission to play as if the boy deemed her constant swatting a come-on, an invite for even more exposure.  He’d only stopped once she’d, rather forcefully, grabbed him in the crotch.  Jack squirmed around in his seat for a moment, before laughing.  He seemed actually to like the pain.  She released her hand.  She left the cinema when the film finished, the couple not even saying goodbye.  She spotted him moments later walking towards the leisure centre.  She felt sick.

      Now home, her mother out––presumably buying more alcohol––Penny went up to her room and started to cry.  She wasn’t someone who ever cried.  Penny hadn’t cried after her father walked out, hadn’t cried when everything happened with her dancing school, hadn’t cried since being a teenager, as far as Penny could remember.  But she cried that day, letting everything out––the anger at Jack for raping Abbey, the feelings of betrayal she had about her former friend.  The fact Penny had never said anything.  The fact she’d never done anything.  The fact that despite all Penny had seen, all she’d caused to happen, Penny still couldn’t stand Abbey bloody Lawrence and those goddamn legs of hers, which she would soon cause to be less than extraordinary.  She was angry that she’d allowed Jack to get inside her head, inside her heart.  She’d given him a unique gift that had only caused him to be more the monster she’d made him.  Given him a perfect chance to waste his life going along a route that could only lead one way.

      She wasn’t going to let him drag her down.

      “What are you doing?” she said aloud to herself, standing in front of her bedroom mirror, looking deeply into her own eyes, trying to see if she even recognised herself in there anymore.  She didn’t, much.  She vowed to change that.  Jack would have to go.
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        So I’d finally come to my senses.  Jack had to go.  But that wasn’t enough.  After all he had done, after all that he had put me through, it wasn’t enough to just let go.  He needed to pay.  He needed to be stopped.  But how does that happen?  I couldn’t do anything, it seemed, to stop him.  I’d given him this, and in my shortsightedness, had given up my right to take it away.  It appeared there was nothing I could do, not in the supernatural, anyway.

        Maybe there was someone I could speak to, however?

        

      

      It was the last day of school, which consisted of only a few lessons before a large, whole school assembly which beckoned the end of the term.  Fitting everybody into the hall was always a challenge, one that was eagerly taken on by the caretaker and his team, as every available space was used to seat the nearly twelve hundred students, plus almost all of the teaching staff.  Those who were not sitting with their class of students were on the stage, watching down on proceedings.

      Penny and Jack were at either end of the row, something not missed by any of the girls.  They would smile.  Maybe it was their turn next.  For the boys, if Penny was, in fact, single again, and with all the rumours circling, she might well become an exciting proposition come year eleven.  Some would watch that situation with interest.

      Penny wasn’t thinking about her prospects as the assembly rattled on, but instead was looking for Lucy Ferguson, who was in year eleven––the year had all just finished their exams––and should have been in the rows behind them or on the raised areas either side of the hall.  Penny eventually spotted Lucy, sitting three rows back and to her left, but thankfully still in the room.  Penny would make sure she got to Lucy before either of them had left.

      That chance came at the end of proceedings, the Head Master wishing them all a beautiful summer, and Penny’s tenth year was officially over.  She stood and went racing after Lucy before any of her classmates could say anything.  They would only be talking about Abbey, anyway, the star of the school, and someone mentioned several times during the last hour, as the whole school looked forward with excitement to that summer’s Olympic Games.

      “Lucy,” Penny called, catching up with the girl as they both got to the stairs at the back of the hall that led up and out.  Lucy turned, knowing Penny well of course from the times she’d been over to her house to spend with Jack.  Lucy also knew they had since split up.

      “Hi Penny, how are you?”  Penny shrugged off the pity so evident in Lucy’s tone, apparently the big sister knowing what her younger brother was going through.  Penny wondered how Jack had spun it.  Penny was sure she would have come off looking like the villain.

      “I’m great,” Penny said, as bright and carefree as she could pretend to be.  “Look, can I have a quick word?”  She motioned to Lucy to move to the side, as crowds were now streaming up past them, students already desperate to get out of school and start their six-week holiday.

      “What’s up?” Lucy said, checking her watch quickly.  Penny got the impression.  She had about a minute.

      “Look, I know you know about Jack and me, and I’m sure he’s said all sorts about me…”

      “Hold on there, Penny, I don’t care about anything…” but Penny cut across Lucy just as Lucy had done to her.

      “Lucy, let me finish.  I think Jack has a problem.”  Penny had wondered how to phrase it––she couldn’t tell anyone about the invisibility.  No one would believe her, for a second.  There was a distinct chance Jack would then just play dumb, even if she would have ever dared to mention it, further adding insult to injury.

      “What type of problem?”  It was clear Lucy thought the only one with a problem was standing just inches away from her.

      “Does your father allow dirty magazines at home?”

      “Sorry?”  Lucy had not seen that question coming.

      “You know, Playboy, Penthouse, that type of stuff.”

      “No, of course not.  Why?”

      “Jack has copies.  Search his room; I know you’ll find them.  I’m sure there will be loads others.  Those were just the two he showed me.  I was there,” she said, a little sheepishly, though that wasn’t out of embarrassment as having been there, in case of what Lucy might think of her.  She was simply thinking through her phrasing carefully, making sure the lie would sound convincing that she was about to say; “when he bought them.  He did it right in front of me, didn’t seem even to be concerned that I wasn’t happy.”

      “You bought porn together?”

      “No!  I didn’t know what he was getting until after, okay.  I wasn’t happy about it.”

      “He’s fifteen!”

      “So?”  Penny couldn’t see the issue.  Was Lucy saying it was natural behaviour for a fifteen-year-old to do?

      “Who’s going to sell adult mags to a kid?”  Now Penny saw what she meant.  She had no obvious answer to that.

      “Beats me.  Just thought I’d let you know.”  She decided to let it drop there.  She was sure Lucy would do something.  “I’ll let you go now.”

      Lucy hesitated for a moment, before leaning back in towards Penny.

      “Has he done anything else like that?”  Plenty, she thought.  Where do I start?

      “Not that I can prove,” is all she said.  Lucy eyed her carefully for a moment, her face stern, before smiling, and she said goodbye and turned, making her way out with the crowds.  When the group of students parted, Penny looked up and saw Jack in the distance watching her, looking at her and Lucy as his sister moved away, the two siblings passing one another, though besides a glance, said nothing.  Jack turned and left, Penny glancing around, but all her class had gone.  She’d not had the chance to say goodbye to anyone.

      [image: ]
* * *

      It was later that evening that Penny’s mobile phone rang.  She’d gone out to see Millie Turner, her friend who she used to dance with; a friendship Penny had somewhat neglected over the recent months as she had spent most of her free time with Jack.  It was Jack calling.

      “Yes?” Penny said, apologising to Millie, and moving a few steps away from her before she’d answered the call.

      “Why did you tell Luce about those bloody magazines!”

      “Sorry?”

      “Don’t play me for a fool, Black,” he spat.  So he was back onto her surname only once again.  That told Penny plenty.

      “Why shouldn’t I have told her?  You in trouble, then?”  There was silence for a moment as if Jack was working out what to say, how best to respond.  What to do.

      “No, of course not.  We both had a good laugh about it.”  He wasn’t a convincing liar.

      “So why are you calling me?”  It was blatantly obvious he wouldn’t be so angry, nor even needing to call her if what he had just said was true.

      “Are you trying to mess with me?” he said, after ten seconds.

      “I just thought your sister had better know.  I was making sure she’s aware.”

      “Aware of what?  That she had a brother?”

      “Aware of who you are, Jack.  You have a problem.”

      She’d said it, and now there was no taking it back.

      “I don’t have a problem,” he retorted, putting every restraint into his response as best he could.  Millie was coming back towards Penny, picking up on her tone from that side of the call, though Penny took a few more steps taking her yet further away.

      “I know you were in that changing room spying on those girls, Jack.”  The line was silent for a moment before Jack gave a quiet response.

      “What?”

      “Don’t go all innocent on me.  I stayed behind, watched you scurry away five minutes after Mr Brennan locked the changing room door.  I was sitting on a bench watching you turn the very corner I’d just turned, the one leading away from the changing rooms I’d just searched.”

      “But you didn’t find me.”

      “That’s hardly the point.”

      “It is, if, I wasn’t there!”

      “I saw you, Jack!  You were there!”  There was silence again for a moment.  She wasn’t going to argue the point anymore.

      “It still doesn’t explain why you grassed on me, why you had to tell Lucy about my stash?”

      “Find more than a couple of mags, did she?”  Had she not been so angry with Jack, filled with rage about him, Penny might have been able to laugh about the situation she'd put Jack in at home.  It might have been hilarious if it was anyone else.

      “She might have done.”  Penny couldn’t imagine what he might have collected by now, but it was clear that it had grown to way more than just those two magazines he’d stolen.  He was a junkie.  He needed more.

      “I followed you to the leisure centre, Jack.  I know it started there.  The spying.”  He let out a scream.

      “You bitch!  How dare you!  Are you trying to threaten me?  Remember, I know just as much about you, and I don’t even need to use that.  One word from me and you're the school slut.  One word from me and you’ll have to use that broom to beat them off, they’ll think you’re so easy.  Slapper Black.”

      “What broom?”  She’d not mentioned using the broom in the changing room and knew immediately that this was to what he was referring.  It didn’t matter, and he wasn’t saying anything more.

      “I think we have an understanding, right?”  Jack sounded calm again as if a lawyer and this was just a small business transaction between two rival firms.

      “I know you raped Abbey Lawrence last year after the ball,” she said, aloud, for the first and only time since witnessing the sordid ordeal.  This time the silence was damning, proceeded by a sharp intake of breath.

      “She told you that?” Jack said though not forcefully as if to question the apparent truth to her otherwise wild accusation.  It was probing as if working out from where the leak had come.

      “I witnessed it, Jack.  I watched you do it!”

      Jack swore, the first time he seemed to be on the back foot, seemed to be facing certain defeat.

      “Yet,” he said, as if a final resolution was forcing him not to give up, “you’ve never said anything to anyone.  You have nothing, Penny.  Abbey never said anything––I made sure she wouldn’t––and it was ages ago.  No one would ever believe such a wild allegation coming from you now, especially since we’ve split up.  No one would believe you, Black.”  He sounded as smug as ever by the end.  And Penny knew he had a point.  She also knew she was never going to tell anyone else, either.  She had another plan.

      “I’m not going to tell anyone, Jack, don’t worry.”  Jack let out another audible sigh.

      “Can I ask why?”

      “Because we’ve all got things that we have never told anyone else, and you were one of the few people I’ve ever dared to reveal part of me.  We’re the same, you and I.  We aren’t so very different.”  She felt nothing like Jack, nor the monster she’d made him become.  He had to pay, but getting into an argument, screaming every curse at him under the sun over the telephone wasn’t the way to deal with him.  She needed to see him one more time.  She knew that, now.  She’d known that for a while.  There was only one way to deal with Jack, and it had taken her longer to realise it than she thought it should have done.  It was blindingly obvious.  Jack didn’t need less power; he needed more.

      “Look, I hope we can still be friends,” he said, wanting to leave this whole episode unspoken.  He had faced the storm at home around his discovered materials––as embarrassing and shaming as that had been––but Penny knew so much more.  She could make it so much harder for him if she wanted.  Keeping her onside could only be a good thing.

      “I’ll make sure of it,” she lied, looking over at Millie, who was growingly increasingly bored by her friend’s lengthy phone call.  “Look, I’m with a friend right now, so had better go, but I’ll call you during the holiday.  We can chat again.  Meet up, maybe, if you want?”

      “Yeah, sure,” he said, not sounding overly impressed with the idea, but it fitting with his desire to keep Penny sweet.  “Speak to you soon, then, I guess.”

      Penny ended the call without saying anything else, taking some steps back towards Millie who looked relieved Penny was finally through with the phone call.  Penny would undoubtedly make Jack pay for what he’d done; there had never been a question about that in her mind.

      “Let’s go,” she said to Millie, the two friends continuing their walk, going nowhere, in particular, Penny’s mind no longer in their conversation.  She was plotting and planning.  It wasn’t just Abbey on her radar this summer, after all.  Jack needed fixing once and for all.
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        That summer, the one when all eyes were on London, was a difficult one for me.  It seemed Olympic fever had taken over so that people who were usually depressed appeared to have a three-week window of clarity.  For once, the nation––this was pre-Brexit, pre-Trump even when the world would become more divided than ever––seemed together.  Tight.

        Everyone except for me, it seemed.

        That summer, for good old Penny Black, it seemed, would go from bad to worse.  However, I was neither good nor old.  Money was tight, so I’d had to up my hours, and I was a month away from over three years of payback due to Abbey; for all the thanks she’d not given me for making her who she was.  I would break her, I was sure.  I couldn’t have understood at the start of that long summer how much of a letdown Abbey’s revenge would have turned out to be.

        But Jack Ferguson was on another level entirely.

        He needed dealing with in an entirely different way.  Those two months of summer that barmy year, darkness would cover me, enter into me.  I could not escape my fate.

        

      

      One of the first things Penny was to do during the beginning of her school holiday was to get a job, something she had thought about for a while.  Her friend Millie had been doing some work in a local supermarket, and Penny, now sixteen and desperate to give up the early morning paper round, was ready for some more hours.  With the holidays just starting––there were six long weeks ahead, with limited boyfriend time and almost certainly no home time worth having.  Jack, her boyfriend of a few months, was a very shaky subject.  She was keeping him loosely around––she needed him close enough for one final foray––but Penny would keep him at arm's length, for sure.  Spending any decent time with him––something Penny wouldn’t do, nor had the desire for, either––had to be made as difficult as possible.  Working as much as she could, solved two of her needs right now; she couldn’t see Jack, and she would earn a lot more money than her paper round had regularly managed.

      In some way, she would miss the early morning routine, when it was only her and the streets, the world very much still sleeping.  On the morning of her first lie in, however, she knew she could get used to not having to wake each day before six.  She would also certainly not miss the freaks she sometimes encountered.  She blocked one particular episode from her memory even as the thought came.  She’d still never told anyone about being flashed when she was fifteen.  There were too many things she’d never told people.  To whom, though, did she have to talk?

      Penny arrived early for her interview at the supermarket where Millie worked.  She was sitting in the staff corridor with six others, who she presumed, were all there for the same reason.  Penny didn’t know if they were all fighting for the same job, or if they would all end the morning with a role.  Millie had popped by as Penny sat there, saying hi to her friend.  It was clear no one else knew Millie or had other employees stopping off to say hello.  Penny felt she already had an advantage.  Penny looked around the group––she wasn’t going to use her powers to alert anything for anyone.  She felt strange enough––she needed the money, needed this to go smoothly––but wasn’t going to do anything unnatural to get it.  Not yet, anyway.  If someone forced her into a corner, she knew there would be no stopping her.

      There were five lads, and besides Penny, only one other girl.  The girl in question––if she was a similar age to Penny, she certainly looked older––was quite overweight.  Penny wondered how large the uniforms went, how much space the cashier’s booth allowed.  Maybe there was a whole range of jobs available?  She dropped the thought, a man walking in from an office moments later.  He glanced around at the seven prospects––clearly not overly impressed with the recruitment drive––but smiled, briefly, as he settled his eyes on Penny.  Penny felt it was yet another good sign.

      “If you’ll all come this way,” he said in a soft, camp voice.  A couple of the lads––Penny assumed no one knew each other, at least she didn’t, anyway––glancing at each other, as if their male radar could identify a poof when they saw one.  Besides the slightest of nods and the odd smirk, none of the lads said anything, getting up as a whole group, and walking individually behind the man who’d just ordered them to follow him.  Penny followed behind last of all, allowing the only other girl in the group of seven to go in front of her––she is huge, Penny couldn’t help thinking; this is a food shop.  Profits might be just about to plummet.

      “Please, find a seat,” the man said, once they’d all followed him into what looked like his office.  A name had been on the door––Julian Didcock.  Penny had heard several lads laughing and pointing out the name tag to each other so that they all knew, a shared joke, each boy in total amusement.  The title Manager displayed beneath his name.  The seven would-be employees then each grabbed a chair––there were at least twelve set up; apparently Julian had been expecting more prospects to show up.

      Now sitting, Julian started to explain some things about the firm, his over flamboyant mannerisms and strained speech making a few of the boys snigger behind his back.  A piece of paper with his name scribbled in messy handwriting was making the rounds, in case anyone could have missed it on the way.  By the time a boy handed it to Penny, someone had added a penis to the name.  Penny was struggling to keep a straight face at times, and the other girl seemed to be playing along with whatever the boy who was sitting next to her was doing.  Penny twigged after a few seconds glancing their way that he was probably her brother, as he shared similar features, the same ginger hair colouring, though could only be classed as overweight.  Sat next to his sister, he looked positively thin.

      [image: ]
* * *

      An hour later, Penny was standing to one side, new uniform in hand.  The last sixty minutes had been painful, but nothing on the last five.  After going through a lot of information––most of it needless, Penny deemed––Julian had started talking about the available positions.  Penny had noted he’d not once mentioned his name.  He was probably used to the joke.  She also noticed he wore what looked like a chunky gold ring on his left hand.  He’d made one reference to having kids himself, Penny certain not one of the boys present believed a word of it.

      Julian had then explained there were six openings.  He had then dropped a box onto his desk, which he went on to explain contained the uniforms.  He was going to hand them out to those deemed suitably qualified for the job in hand; no requirements listed on the application, but it was low-skilled work, so how hard could it be?  Penny knew Millie trained on the job, and like her friend, she was there for a cashiers job.  As there were seven of them, Penny knew that not everyone would be leaving that room with a job, nor their uniform in had.  It had taken a few of the lads a moment to figure that same thing out, Penny actually spotting one boy nodding his head as he counted around the room.  She wondered if he had included himself, as he seemed rather happy when he got to six.

      Penny, however, sat up straight, keeping her focus on Julian.  She knew one of them would be going home without a job.  She couldn’t have imagined, however, that it was about to pan out as it was.

      Four of the roles, as it would turn out, were in the freezer room, though Julian had not numbered the roles before he’d spent a few minutes talking about that position.  He had mentioned a giant walk-in freezer, unloading heavy boxes that got delivered and using hydraulic lifters to shift three times their weight.  Asking for a show of hands of anyone interested in such a roll, unsurprisingly for Penny, it was the hands of the five boys which were the first to shoot up.  Julian smiled, as he lobbed four of the uniforms to the front four lads, before adding that he would let the other guy take a similar role within the unfrozen products department.  Suddenly, five of the six vacancies were gone.  The only one left, the one Penny had come there that morning to apply for, was as a checkout cashier.  She had already learnt a lot about it from Millie but had no idea if Julian was aware of this.  Millie had said she’d try and mention it, but Penny certainly hadn’t been given a chance.

      Julian stood before them all––it was only the two girls left to choose between––with the final uniform in his hands.  Penny was trim and small, but even as she glanced at the tiny piece of material that was in his hands, she wondered how she would possibly squeeze into such a thing.  Millie had told Penny they went for the tight look.  Penny hadn’t realised it would be that tight.

      It was as if everybody was suddenly thinking the same thing, besides the one lad––the other girl’s brother––who must have still held out hope that his sister would get the final role now that he had the job.  There is no way she will fit into that.  I hope he gives it to the cute chick with black hair, killer eyes and a smoking body.

      Penny didn’t even need to read any minds to get that vibe from the room, as everything slowed down, the focus became just the two girls, Julian and that one remaining uniform.  He threw the outfit to Penny.

      “And you can have this, Miss,” is all he said, looking sheepish but saying nothing more on the subject.  A ripple of murmur went around the four lads behind Penny, who glanced back and gave them a weak smile.  She felt embarrassed more than anything.  However, she was happy that she had a job.

      “If the six successful candidates would wait by the door, I’ll just show this young lady out,” Julian said, ushering the only other girl present to follow him, which, after a brief but intense few words with her brother, she left him and followed Julian out.  The brother just glared at Penny.  She knew she had already made an enemy there, and she’d not even started her first day.  All because Penny was thin enough to be able to squeeze into the firm’s goddamn excuse for a uniform.  Penny ignored the brother, and went to join the other four lads who all seemed rather happy that it had been Penny who got the final position; they stood a little taller as she came over.
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        So I had a new job.  I took all the hours offered, and with Millie working most nights, and me during the day, I didn’t see her that much.  Only on Fridays did we have a half hour overlap.  Payday was every Thursday, so that helped with cash flow.

        It took no time at all, however, for things to once more get out of hand.  It seemed stuff such as what was about to happen that summer followed me around, regardless of where I went, regardless of the effort I thought I was making to live a quiet life.  I was at a crossover point, contemplating limiting my use of my gift––Abbey and Jack aside––but what was about to happen over those crazy two months of summer was to make that impossible.

        In fact, by the end of August, life itself, would seem not worth living.

        

      

      During Penny’s first week in that new job––they had started the very next day after being given their uniforms––the groups would settle into a regular pattern.  Yes, those who worked in the same department had to work together, but there was a clear split; existing employees, versus all the new guys.  The four lads who were in the frozen food department stuck together like a newly formed gang.  The ginger-haired brother was a little on his own––he would still glare at Penny whenever he saw her, which was thankfully very little––and Penny, too, was needing to find her feet as best she could.

      Penny got wolf whistles from the boys from her interview the first time she walked in wearing her uniform.  She would try and hide as much as she could while working, though being on her feet for most of the day, working as a cashier as she was, that wasn’t always easy.  Her checkout always seemed just that little bit more busy than any of the others that might be open; mostly made up of men, too.  Women tended to take their trolleys, loaded with unbelievable amounts of food so that they were nearly spilling over the top, to other cashiers, given a choice.  Or so it seemed to Penny.  She was just doing her job, however.  The customers could use whatever checkout they deemed best.

      It was during the second day of Penny’s new employment that Jack Ferguson would join her queue.  She hadn’t spotted him at first, the store not too busy, and there was another empty till just a few rows away, but Jack stood behind the two customers that were already waiting, and bode his time.  When Penny glanced up finally, she was surprised to see Jack but waited until it was just the two of them before saying anything.

      “So, you work here now?” he said, his eyes sweeping down her front, taking in the uniform, her name on the badge next to the embarrassing Trainee announcement.

      “Just happened to stumble in, did you?  Does it feel odd for you to be at a checkout, Jack, seeing as you deem these no longer necessary, right?”

      He was taken aback for a moment and wasn’t going to answer that second question.  It was their first face to face meeting since the phone call––Penny had grassed him up to his sister about his stash of porn he had kept hidden in his bedroom, and he was still angry with her about that.  They were, however, still officially an item.  Penny had told him she was just like him, they both had secrets––which they did.

      “Richard told me you were working here; well, I figured he was talking about the same Penny, anyway.”

      “Richard?” she said, yet to have learnt anyone’s name, besides her manager Julian Didcock––you never forget a character like him.

      “Joined when you did.  Works in cold storage.”  She twigged, one of the four lads she’d been in that interview with, though had no clue which one he was.

      “How do you know him?”

      “We play football together,” Jack said, as a lady was putting her basket onto the end of the till.  Jack stepped back a few paces, allowing Penny to deal with the customer.  A minute later the customer was through and walking away with her bags.  “He told me a hot chick had just started working here––mentioned your name; Penny’s not that common, now, is it?  I guessed it was you.  Had to come and see this hot chick myself.”  He glanced down her uniform again, puffing his cheeks out, making admiring tones.  “You sure do look smoking hot, babe.”

      “Shut up,” she said, as another customer came, Penny turning to focus on him until he had paid the bill and was leaving.

      “What time do you finish?”  She would be at lunch in an hour and was then working until five.

      “I’m straight through until late.  Sorry.”  She wasn’t ready for another date with Jack, feeling more a piece of meat the longer this conversation was happening.  He had a way of making her feel like that.  The way Jack treated women disgusted her.

      “I might just wait for you.  You look too beautiful to trust around others, know what I mean?”

      “Go to hell, Jack.  I’ve got work to do,” as another couple of customers started approaching, allowing Penny a few moments peace from Jack.  She couldn’t help feel that Jack did, in fact, see her as his own, his possession, his girl.  It had merely been the thought that Richard, his football buddy, might be making a move in on his property that had brought Jack here today.  Jack was simply there to stake his claim.  He wouldn’t accept another male was moving in on what was his.

      “I’ll see you around then, Black,” he muttered into her ear as he walked away, no actual break in the steady flow of shoppers to allow them to resume their conversation.  Penny was happy for such small mercies.

      [image: ]
* * *

      By the Thursday of her first week, she had seen Richard a second time.  At least she knew who he now was.

      “So, what’s the situation between you and Jack, then?” he had said as they both sat at a table in the staff room during the lunch break.

      “You play football together, then?”

      “Yes, been at the same Sunday league club for the last two years.”

      “You any good?”

      “That’s not answering my question, Penny.”

      “Maybe it’s none of your business?”

      He sat back in his chair.

      “Jack threatened me, that if I ever as much as talked to you, he would kick the crap out of me.”

      “He said that?”

      “His choice of words was a little stronger, but there’s a lady present.”  He laughed, and Penny couldn’t help but smile too.

      “We have a complicated relationship, Jack and me,” she said.

      “So you aren’t together then?” Hope seemed to flash across his blue eyes.

      “Look, I’m not looking for a change right now, okay.  You get what I’m saying?”

      He did, as disappointment replaced the hope that had been there seconds before.

      “Yes, I get you.”  He went quiet for a moment, before adding; “Are you going to tell Jack that we had this conversation?”

      “Frightened he might kick your arse?”

      “Well, there is that,” he said, looking serious.  Penny was sure Jack would more than kick his arse if he felt anyone was moving in on her.

      “I’m not telling him anything,” she reassured him, smiling at the obvious delight this last comment brought the boy sitting just across from her.

      “Thanks,” he said and rose.

      “Look, you don’t have to go,” she said.  She didn’t have any friends at work; this was the first meaningful conversation she’d had with anyone during a break.  She didn’t want it to stop just because she couldn’t go out with him.  But he was already moving away.

      “Need to get back to it, don’t I.”  She had thirty minutes left of her lunch, and was almost certain he did, too.  She didn’t say a word, watching him traipse across the room and then out.

      “I’ll never be free of him,” she said aloud, the room empty but for her.
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        Have you ever overheard a conversation, and though there were no names mentioned, the listeners unaware of who was referred to, you knew without any doubt that it was you about whom they were gossiping?  The kind of situation where you immediately realise that it’s most certainly a hidden, secret message, aimed primarily to communicate with you about what a total loser you’ve been to them, especially if you’ve once been friends.  Especially if what you’d done had made that friend feel betrayed.

        That was about to happen to me––except it wasn’t a conversation I was walking into or overhearing unknowingly, it was an interview being given by a British athlete live on television, for the whole bloody nation to hear.

        Abbey hates me!

        

      

      The interview was to happen for the BBC as they built up towards that summer’s Games, which was taking place in just over one month’s time right there in London.  The BBC had been running a mini-series looking at the up and coming athletes, those sportsmen and sportswomen who were not yet household names, about whom they felt the viewing public should know a little more.  There was mostly a British focus.  Abbey Lawrence was on that list.

      Asked about why she started running, Abbey had paused, as had Penny when she’d been watching the show; both girls had never truly discussed the answer to that question, not with each other, anyway.  Only Penny knew the truth.

      “I’d always been scared of dogs,” Abbey started, the camera focusing in close to the teenager.  The BBC had applied plenty of make-up on Abbey, though Penny would have to admit, Abbey had never looked as good as she did now.  Penny had turned up the sound at the mention of the dog.  “I don’t know why that was, but it probably had something to do with a stray dog that roamed around the neighbourhood where I grew up.  One day it chased me.  I hadn’t seen it approaching, and by the time I had, it was too late.  I knew it was about to bite me.  So I ran.”

      “You outrun the dog?” the female presenter asked, hanging on every word, the tension apparent.

      “Yes, I did.  I’d never really had reason to run before.  Athletics had not appealed much to me back then,” and both interviewee and interviewer laughed together at that comment.  There Abbey was, about to compete in the Olympic Games, the pinnacle of any athlete’s career.  A real athlete.  And athletics might not have appealed to her when she was younger.

      “So what changed?” the presenter said, drawing the story out of Abbey as only an experienced interviewer could.

      “That day.  I suddenly knew I could run.  It’s amazing the change it makes when you know, deep down, that you are excellent at something.”

      “Indeed,” the presenter laughed, picking up a sheet of paper from the table, “you’ve broken plenty of records since discovering your hidden talent.”  Penny scoffed at that last statement.  Hidden would imply it had always been there.  It wasn’t Abbey’s talent; it was mine.  Why couldn’t anybody see that?

      Abbey gave an embarrassed smile, though didn’t comment on the records she’d broken since first competing as a fourteen-year-old.  Ever the girl of modesty.

      “Were there and significant people of influences in your early years?” the interviewer said, before jokingly adding with a smile; “Anyone with you when that dog revealed your talent for running?”  The camera came back in on Abbey as Penny mirrored the movement, drawing forward in her seat, even closer to the television.

      Abbey paused as if thinking what to say, as if willing herself not to have to go there, not to open that door, but she was on camera.  She could hardly tell a lie.

      “I was with a friend I had at the time.  She saw it happen, too.”

      The interviewer took a deep breath as if she had unknowingly uncovered something that maybe would have otherwise remained buried.

      “Was your friend okay?  I mean, you must have outrun her.”

      Abbey hadn’t seen that connection, but smiled, as she understood the sudden nervousness in the presenter's demeanour.

      “No,” she laughed, “she’d run the other way.  She climbed a tree.  It was only me that the dog was chasing.  I guess she was my first spectator,” and they laughed.  For the next two minutes, the interviewer talked about the fact Abbey had only been running in small stadiums up to that point, the crowds growing over recent months, but nothing like what she was about to experience in an Olympic stadium.  She asked Abbey how she felt about facing such a crowd.  Penny tuned out for a moment, feeling that they were both laughing at her in that studio.  Penny the fan, Penny, the spectator.  How honoured she must have been to have witnessed the dawning of a great champion in the making.  They hadn’t said any such thing, though, and by the time Penny had focused again on the screen, the interview had moved on.

      “What does your friend think about watching you run at the London Stadium?”

      There was silence again now––both in the studio where, again, Abbey looked as if she was weighing her thoughts carefully and in Penny’s room, where she was sitting alone but transfixed once again.

      “We aren’t friends anymore.  We haven’t been for years.  Drifted apart, actually, though I think she’s been jealous of me ever since if I’m honest.  When my parents moved house so that I could train closer to home, it separated me and…” again, the briefest pause––Abbey couldn’t say her name, “…and that girl, and I was suddenly running so much that I had little time for anyone.  Certainly no time for her, nor have I ever since.”

      The interviewer swallowed hard; that hadn’t been the soundbite she had expected, having allowed Abbey to carry on speaking, sensing she was opening up to that last line when it had become too dark.  They moved things on well, Penny not hearing anything else said, indeed the subject of Abbey and her friends was kept very much out of the interview from then on.  All Penny could repeat over and over again were those last words; no time for her, nor have I ever since.

      The whole school, especially her class, would know Abbey had been talking about Penny.  They also, already, knew that the two girls hated each other, so in many ways, it wasn’t news at all.  But Abbey had said it on national television, right in front of no doubt millions of people––people Penny would never meet, people who had no idea Abbey had been talking about a girl called Penny Black––, but none of that mattered to Penny.  Abbey had made her a laughing stock.

      However, Penny knew she would have the last laugh; that before the end of the Games was even upon them, she would be the one laughing loudest.  There were some nights that Penny couldn’t sleep because of the excitement she felt about finally getting back at Abbey.  All that the interview had done was to prove, once and for all, that Abbey still held a grudge against her, and despite all Abbey had been through, Penny felt no remorse about what she knew she had to do.  It had given Penny renewed drive.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Penny had fallen asleep, the television still on, and as she woke an hour later, the national news was just finishing, and the local news was about to start.  Penny got up to switch it off as the newsreader announced the headlines, but before she’d managed to get to the screen––she’d lost the remote control weeks ago––an image of her former dance teacher, Mr Jenkins, was flashing up onto the screen.  The headline said that he was being sentenced later that day, having been found guilty at trial already and having been held in custody since.

      Penny felt sick.
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        I seemed to be getting it from all angles.  If it wasn’t from the television with Abbey and her coded comments or the local news with coverage of Mr Jenkins’ sentencing, it was Jack hassling me at the checkout.  My only escape was during my lunch hours, where I would go upstairs and hide––Jack wasn’t allowed up there, despite asking, despite arguing.  He’d been thrown out by the security guard once for refusing to move away from the doors and let me through.

        Richard had been walking around with a black eye.  He never told me Jack had done it, but I saw how he avoided me after it had appeared.  Jack had made his mark.

        Still, even with all that going on, my sanctuary of the staff room was about to be desecrated. Ginger-haired lad was back.

        

      

      Penny had been eating lunch quietly by herself, looking through some information she’d sent off for the other week which had arrived at home for her that morning.  Robin, the ginger-haired boy from her interview who’d always had a grudge against her since Penny had got given the job instead of his sister, came and sat down opposite Penny, grabbing the booklet from her hands.

      “What’s this you got?” he said, Penny reaching to grab it back.

      “It’s got words on it, Robin, you won’t be interested.”  He glanced up at her from the brochure and contemplated what to say.

      “You think I can’t read?” he mocked.  "Inmate PenPals,” he read, looking at the front cover of the brochure he’d just grabbed from Penny, before looking up at her.  “Why you got this, then?”

      “I would think that was rather self-explanatory,” she said, making her best Hermione Granger impression.  She couldn’t have sounded any more condescending if she’d tried.  She grabbed back the material from his hand.

      “Know someone in prison, do you?  Big deal.”  Penny was sure Robin knew plenty of people in jail but wasn’t going to point out to him the blindingly obvious.

      “No, actually, I don’t.  I just wrote to these guys,” she said, not sure why she was even bothering to explain herself to a boy who had written her off because she got the job and his sister hadn’t.  Only because she could fit into the uniform, and his sister would probably have eaten it as a pre-dinner snack.  She smiled at the thought.  She knew exactly why he hated her; “as I was interested in what they were doing.  I want to help, connect with someone behind bars, be an anonymous pen pal to someone who needs a little hope, that’s all.  I watched a documentary that said how the prisoners who receive at least one letter a week from outside have a far greater chance of never going back to crime once they are released.”

      Robin seemed impressed that Penny could be so selfless, though he wouldn’t allow that feeling to remain for long.

      “Why?  They deserve what they get, don’t they?  That’s why they are there in the first place.”

      “I’m not changing that by writing to them.  Having outside communication statistically just means a prisoner is less likely to stay that way once they leave.  They might give something back to society.”

      Robin just sniffed, clearly now out of things of which he might be able to come back at her.  There was nothing more to throw her way.

      “My sister wants you to quit,” he said, changing the subject and dropping the topic onto Penny as if it were a heavyweight crashing to the table.

      “Sorry?”

      “You heard me.  She wants your job.”

      “There’ll be plenty of jobs available soon.   They are hiring all the time!”  That was true.  At least two people, albeit not cashiers, had started since she’d joined.

      “She doesn’t want any job; she wants you gone and to have your cashier’s job.”

      Penny couldn’t help but see the two conditions were inexplicably linked.  It wasn’t about being a cashier.  It was about not being a cashier with Penny still working there.  If she were to leave, the job would be open, and she would no longer be around.  Penny got it.  Penny, however, wasn’t about to give up anything.

      “Get lost, Robin.”

      “I thought you’d take that tone,” he said, sounding pleased it had gone that way.  “Be gone by the end of this week, or I’ll make your life here a misery.  You understand?”

      “Piss off!” she said, though she didn’t want a fight.  She didn’t need another conflict, neither had she ever needed to get physical.  There were plenty of ways to hurt someone without having to touch them, though ever since Jack, she’d been wary of using her powers as freely as she had once done.  She still needed to focus what she had left––she feared she was losing control of them––on her prime targets that summer.

      “I’m warning you, that’s all.  If you aren’t out of here by the weekend, you’ll soon wish you were.”  He got up, nothing more said, slamming the door closed behind him.  Penny wanted with all her might to do something to him at that very moment.  Piss gull stones, fart flames, but she couldn’t draw attention to herself.  And what if she then couldn’t undo it?  What if it kept happening?  The situation with Jack had worried her.  He now seemed rather immune to her.  She couldn’t undo what she had given him, which bothered her.

      Penny picked up the brochure again, glancing through it.  She wanted to do good to someone––a stranger––and needed to understand how the process worked, pulling out her mobile phone as the information mentioned a website to visit to apply.  Penny opened her browser, typing in the address.  She scrolled down the home screen, noticing the default option on the Pen Pals site set to female, and the default option for Prisoners listed as looking for a male prisoner.  Was she just another girl trying to connect with a man?  She certainly wasn’t doing it for any form of relationship.  She had had enough of them for the time being.  She also had other, better motives in mind.  Still, the thought bothered her.  She put her phone down for the moment and scanned through the information in the brochure over the remaining ten minutes of her lunch break before it was time to get back to work.

      Going to her locker, she found the door heavily dented.  Robin had already started.

      [image: ]
* * *

      At home that evening, Penny had made a simple dinner of beans on toast and then cleaned up after herself.  She went up to her bedroom, switching on the television, the news coming on a few minutes later.  She left it on mute, taking little interest in the national headlines and the sport mostly focused on the upcoming Olympics.  It seemed to Penny that it was about all anybody could talk.  She dared think what it would be like when the event started.  It was all still just build up.  She thought she would probably watch very little television at all by then.

      Penny had gone to make herself a cup of tea, and the local news had already started as she rushed back into her room, the news story currently being given coverage to was the main one––the sentencing of Mr Jenkins following his conviction on multiple counts.  He was heading to HMP Whatton, which was a large prison in Nottinghamshire in the Midlands, and the report suggested it was the biggest prison in Europe for dealing with sex offenders.  Jenkins was to be taken straight there from the hearing.  He must already be there, Penny pondered.

      Penny had switched off the television moments after the story was over, picking up her phone again and going back to the browser she looked at earlier in the day.  The web page was still showing, and she filled in her details, giving her age as twenty-three, as she wasn’t sure they would have accepted a teenager.  She listed she wanted to correspond with a male inmate and was pleased to see HMP Whatton come up in the list of drop-down options.  Names, crimes and sentence length were not listed, but it reported three inmates fitted her criteria who were in the program.  Penny was confident Jenkins could not possibly be amongst those three, as he would just have arrived that day.  She completed the setup process, confirming her email address when the message had come, and the website told her they would contact her in due course, but it should not be more than a couple of days.

      In the same way that Penny had found with Jack, the only other person where she had not been able to use her powers on had been that of her former dance teacher, Mr Jenkins.  When she’d found out what he had done––who he was––she’d focused everything she could on him.  He should never have even made it through his trial alive.  He had.  She had, therefore, not been able to punish him for what he had done to her.

      If she could get in touch with someone at the prison, if she could then build up trust with that person, then maybe she didn’t need to use her internal powers to hurt him.  Maybe she just needed to use words and leave the retribution up to another?

      Pleased that she had finally been able to take the next step––she had had to wait until Jenkins sentencing, to know where he was being sent, before putting the plan into motion––she went out for a walk, Millie having called moments after.  Millie, too, had most probably been watching the news.  She needed someone to talk to, and Penny was the only person she could talk to about this.  Neither girl had ever discussed it with anyone else.  It was one of their shared secrets.  That and the ability that Millie still could heal Penny that is.

      Penny just wished she could have reciprocated to her friend what she, too, was feeling.  Told her what she was planning, even.  Penny knew she couldn’t, however.  Not until it was all done, she knew she couldn’t say anything.  She doubted even after the event whether she should say something, either.
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        In the midst of all that was going on that summer, I nearly forgot to check my email, but thankfully spotted the reply back from the prison service, confirming that they had a match for me.  I wrote to him for the first time that evening.

        All the covering letter had said was that he was a low-risk inmate––I would later find out that the twisted characters, people who had carried out sexual crimes of any sort, were not allowed to use the pen pals service for their protection, apparently.  Around seventy per cent of the prison’s inmates had fallen into that category––Jenkins included within that number––but whoever I was speaking to, he was locked away there for another reason.  I wasn’t allowed to ask.  I didn’t care.  You don’t get put away into a place like that for stealing dinner money.  I was confident I had found an ally.

        The fact he was an older man––again, I wasn’t told, but it was a men’s prison, and a grave one at that––someone faceless and that I was anonymous, instantly gave it all a charged excitement.  Could I open up to someone, is that why I was doing it?  Was I looking for a father figure, instead, and like always, searching in the wrong place?  Or were my motives even more sinister?  In truth, it was probably a mix of all three.  I didn’t stop to ask myself that one, at the time, however.

        

      

      Work at the supermarket had become progressively worse for Penny over the last two weeks.  Robin had kept up his threat of trouble if she wasn’t going to leave, and the rebel she was, wasn’t going to allow anyone to order her around.  She knew she could handle Robin if she needed to.  He was simply a minor irritation, one that Penny probably could have got sorted my mentioning something to someone––either her boss, who might have fired him or the other lads, who kept flirting with Penny and might have decked him for her.  She didn’t want anyone else fighting her battles, however.  Jack had taken that mission on, unasked, and she didn’t like it one bit.

      Jack, too, was still turning up uninvited.  She was sure he was also using his invisibility to spy on her at work.  Once, the till had been fifty pounds down as Penny cashed out after her shift.  She had protested that it must have been an error, but the money had come out of her pay cheque regardless, the only way she was able to keep her job.  They had a zero tolerance when it came to staff members stealing.  After that, suspicious that it had in fact been Jack up to his old tricks, she had placed items strategically around her work area so that it would be impossible for Jack to try it again.  She was sure he would attempt it before too long, however.

      Penny was at this point leaving the supermarket during lunch breaks––Robin and his antics made staying inside not worth the hassle.  She opted for a cafe nearby.  Over the coming week she would work on correspondence for Jonathan––the prisoner she was a pen pal to––and had as much as possible replied to each of his letters within a day.

      My name is Jonathan (I can’t say anything more about myself, it’s the rules I’m afraid).  I’ve been here three years he said in his first letter to her.  His handwriting was neat, and she didn’t know why she assumed it would be messy, though she had jumped on the idea that he would be uneducated.  I have a degree in engineering from a good university and worked in Dover in shipping for twenty years before all this happened.  She placed him as being mid-forties, give or take.  She was speaking with a man maybe thirty years her senior, though this wasn’t meant to be a relationship situation.  She wouldn’t let it become that.  He had outlined a few of his likes––talking about what you liked, what you wanted to become and what the future held were all safe topics that would mostly remain uncensored.  She was sure someone screened the letters, somehow.  Maybe even completely read them.  Especially the first few.  She would keep her replies within the strict guidelines, for now.

      Yes, in his first reply where she’d asked him some specific questions, I do have access to the internet.  Yes, that does mean email too, but they’ll never allow you to pass me those details, as this has strictly got to remain within the limits of the Inmate PenPals system he’d confirmed.  I think that’s the same reason you aren’t allowed to visit, though I can assure you, I’m not a danger to anyone.  That bit annoyed her.  She needed him to be just that.

      What Penny had never been able to do, was to use her power on someone unconnected, unnamed, unknown.  She’d tried.  She’d tried it on him, too, the moment she learnt his name.  Jonathan might not even be his real name.  Maybe they were given ones by the system to protect their identity?

      Do you keep my letters she had asked in another frantic reply between shifts, the television on loud for once in the cafe she was sitting in; it was the first day of the Games.  Yes, every single one.  She smiled.  It gave her an idea.  She wrote a quick reply, saying a few things without saying much at all.  It didn’t matter.  What mattered was the p she had written very clearly but equally small in the top right-hand corner.  Over the next week, she followed it up with a 9, 1, 9 then the at sign, followed by five letters sent in the same batch, containing a g, m, a, i, and l before the final two included a dot and com.  She had set up the email address specifically a week before, trying to keep the address as short as possible, but still, with twelve characters needed, there was a chance he might have read the letters out of sequence; so she had carefully dated each one so that the order was apparent.  She wondered if he had even spotted the single letters in each of the top right-hand corners.

      In the very next letter, she added a comment at the bottom, which read; notice there isn’t anything in the corner this time?  She had put an arrow pointing up to the corresponding zone in question, and hoped it wasn’t too complicated.

      It worked.  Just three weeks after first making contact with Jonathan, Penny switched on her computer and logged into an email she’d never used before, to see one new message showing in the inbox.  Her heart skipped a beat.

      Very smart he said in the subject line, Penny knowing instantly it was him.  I got your clue, actually figured it out when you sent the at sign.  Had to wait for the last one to know what domain, of course.  So, this feels strange.  I feel a freedom I haven’t had before.  About what do you need to speak to me? He signed it JD.  She guessed Jonathan was his real name, after all.

      There’s a man there, somewhere in your prison she replied immediately.  There were over eight hundred inmates there, but she had to try.  His name is Jack Jenkins.  I need you to get to him, and I don’t mean to have a chat.

      Several days went by without a single reply, nor was there another letter.  Had Penny been caught out, or had he got cold feet?  She had no way of knowing.  Penny kept up with the news on television, as well as some of the athletics events that were now also underway.  It was during one of those nights, somehow, that Jenkins himself had managed to call her, leaving a message on her voicemail from a prison pay phone asking if she wanted to watch the Games together, asking Penny to come over and sit with him.  Penny would need to change her number.  She felt sick that he was even contacting her, as there had been no contact since his arrest.  She wondered if her actions with Jonathan had somehow caused Jenkins to think of her?

      Finally, a reply came in on her email account from Jonathan; the same night Abbey was due to run in the Olympic 100-hundred metres final.  Penny had been in two minds about whether she would be able to do what she’d been planning for over three years.  His reply would focus her mind.

      I’m sorry to have taken so long to come back to you it had said, Penny all over the message when it had finally appeared.  I assume you are one of the mum’s of the girls he abused?  It doesn’t matter, I guess.  I looked into him, anyway, though most who end up here are just like him.  He makes me sick.  I’m just not sure what I can do from where I am––they don’t let us mingle freely.  He’s in a different part of the prison.  They keep the sick ones locked up, anyway.

      He left me a voicemail the other night she replied immediately, frantic and desperate.  She needed a way to get at Jenkins, and this was her best shot.  Can you imagine what that did to me knowing he has access to a telephone?  He must be stopped.  His reply was equally quick back to her:

      What you’re asking me to do could get me into serious trouble.  I’m three years into a ten-year sentence, but I’m up for parole in three years.  With good behaviour, I walk.  You have to, therefore, give me something more than just this.  I have to know I'm protected.  I’ll be fifty when I get out.  My wife left me, and my kids don’t talk to me.  You’re all I’ve got.

      Penny slammed the computer shut, angry that her plan was hitting the rocks.  She couldn’t offer this man anything, and he would not be able to do something for her unless he had certain promises.  Promises she wasn’t prepared to make.

      The final was just about to start on the television, the nation holding its breath, while Penny was reeling.  Abbey Lawrence was suddenly all over Penny’s television screen.  Here was someone on whom Penny could get payback.  Jenkins would have to wait.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            6

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        The day after that final I needed some fresh air.  I called work and reported in sick––I was going off the place quickly, though was thankful for the money it was bringing in––and had to get away from the computer, from the news coverage, from everything.

        It felt such an anticlimax.  I’d been thinking about what I would do to Abbey for so long, so much so that the morning after the night before, it felt nothing like I had thought it would.  The same looked likely with Jenkins, too.  Unless I could figure out another way, that monster wouldn’t get the revenge he deserved, either.

        Jack Ferguson, however, was someone I wouldn’t mess around on.  He would have to pay entirely, and I knew this would inevitably feel so much better.  How wrong was I about to be?

        

      

      Penny had called around to Jack’s home midmorning, though he wasn’t in.  Lucy confirmed he’d left, heading for the high street about an hour before.  Penny thanked her and walked away, frustrated that he wasn’t home, as she went off in search of him.  She had noticed as she had stood in the doorway talking to his sister that his ghastly mack was not hanging on the coat stand like it otherwise did.  That meant he was most probably up to no good.

      Penny tried calling him.  He did not answer––she assumed it on silent, and if he was invisible, he wasn’t about to pick up the call.  She checked the local shop, expecting at any moment for him to return her call, before sensing it was pointless searching.  She knew where he was.

      Five minutes later Penny was at the other end of the high street, walking into the leisure centre.  She paid the few pounds it cost to get in and walked straight into the female changing rooms.  Penny didn’t have a bag or towel with her.  She took off her shoes.  There were no women in the area, and unlike her school, there were little changing cubicles for the women to use, anyway.  Jack would hardly have been able to hide in one of those without first being noticed.  That made the shower area the only possible option left to her.

      Penny could hear at least two of the showers were on as she neared the far end.  She was fully dressed, of course, and it would look odd her just standing there, especially without a towel.

      As she got to the edge of the changing room, the showers just around the corner, Penny could see that there were indeed three women standing under the water and washing shampoo out of their hair.  Penny instantly gave them all the ability to see people naked––it didn’t matter, as they already were.  Penny would just appear to be a fourth, which was natural, seeing as it was a shower room.  Thankfully, for Penny, the three ladies seemed to be all together, and better still, there were only three working showers.  Penny was happy to stand to one side and wait.  After a moment, Penny watching the area continuously, the three women switched off their showers at the same time, still deep in conversation, as each grabbed their towel and left, walking back into the changing room and past Penny, paying her no notice at all.

      Penny proceeded to take one of the shower heads then sprayed it right along the ledge above and behind each shower, until she heard a scream, and a mobile phone dropped to the floor, smashing as it landed.

      “What are you doing, Black?” a faceless voice spoke, Jack spitting angrily at the interruption.

      “You follow me out of here immediately; otherwise this will get a lot worse for you,” she said quietly, trying to keep her voice down.  Thankfully no one else had come into the showers, and she could hear the three women who had just been there still deep in a loud conversation.  They wouldn’t hear.  Two splashes appeared, the outline of Jack’s feet visible as he jumped down from his spot that would have given him a prime vantage point to spy on anyone taking a shower.  The pieces of mobile phone that had scattered around the floor started to vanish, Jack picking them up and dropping them into his pockets.  A wet hand shoved into her back.

      “Move it, then,” he said, angrier than she’d seen him in a while.

      She went back to the changing rooms, thankful that the three women were not in the area where she had taken off her shoes.  She undid the three women’s ability to see her naked, put on her shoes and was out of the door, holding it open for a fraction second longer than she needed, sure that Jack was following her out.  She felt she could hear the squelch of wet clothes but might have been imagining it.  Penny smiled at the thought, regardless.  Before she was through with him, damp clothes would be the least of his worries.

      They left the leisure centre, Penny weaving her way to a spot she knew Jack would be able to reappear, which he did seconds later, getting right into her face.

      “You owe me a new telephone!” he demanded, his eyes somewhat calmer than they might have been.  He appeared as much shamed as he was angry.  He pulled the pieces of the broken smartphone from his pocket, but it was clear a replacement was needed.  He’d lost an hour’s worth of footage.

      “You’re sick, you know!” she said, before changing her tone.  She didn’t need that argument with Jack again right now.  “Besides, I tried to call you, wanting to arrange a meet-up.  I think we should spend the day together.  Get out of town for a while, you know.”  He hadn’t wanted a meet up, but he now liked the sound of getting away.  Jack abandoned his broken handset, removing the sim card before dropping the rest into the bin.

      “Where were you thinking?” he said, warming all the more to the idea of spending the day with Penny.  They’d not spent any serious time together for a while, Jack beginning to think she was trying to drop him.

      “We should go to the seaside.  Catch a train to the coast, do something crazy like that.”

      “Yeah, why not?” he said.  He liked the idea very much.  “I’ll need to drop in at home, let them know,” he said.  He couldn’t call them anymore, and besides, dressed in a wet mack, he looked ridiculous.  It was August, and at least twenty-five degrees without any hint of rain.  He was not exactly wearing beach gear.

      Penny waited on the pavement outside the driveway as Jack raced into his home just ten minutes later.  She spotted Lucy looking through her bedroom window at Penny, apparently the two siblings inside discussing what he was about to do.  Lucy looked away without acknowledging she’d seen Penny spot her.  Five minutes later Jack came back out through the front door, shouting goodbye as he pulled it shut, and he jogged back to Penny.  He was wearing shorts and a red t-shirt and had a white sports cap on, his clothing far more in keeping with the weather than half an hour earlier.

      “Luce said Margate’s worth a visit,” he said, their minds made up as to where they might be heading.  “Bit of a dump, she said, but plenty of arcades if the weather turns to crap,” he added as they crossed the junction, heading towards the underground station.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Two hours later they were approaching Margate on the train, having made the connection to London St Pancras and catching the express that would have them on the eastern coast of Kent in a journey time of ninety minutes.

      Penny and Jack had spoken openly during the trip, the flow casual––it was almost just like the old days.  Penny saw the same danger she always had around Jack; he could so easily suck her in with his charm if she weren't careful.

      Abbey had come up in the course of their conversation, their classmate having broken down the night before as she was halfway through the Olympic 100-metres final, her hopes for a medal dashed.  There had been no news, yet, as to what it meant for her other events.  Penny could only guess what that news would eventually be.

      “Do you want to know something I’ve never told anyone before about Abbey and me?” Penny said as the announcement came that they were half an hour away from their destination.  She spent the next ten minutes telling him all about the incident in the park with the dog and Abbey, about how she’d first discovered she had special talents.  She said everything.  There was something so powerful about having told someone, finally.

      “Did she ever know you gave her the ability?” he’d said, finally, having been listening more intensely than she had ever seen him do before.

      “She must have done,” but Penny couldn’t offer him more than that, because the truth was, she didn’t know.  She had always wondered the same thing herself.  Jack sat there, reading Penny’s face for a moment.

      “It was you, wasn’t it, last night I mean?  You took it away from her, undid what you’d done before?”  She didn’t need to answer as Jack could see the shock, the sadness and the anger in her eyes as he’d made that last connection.

      “Yes,” she quietly said, Jack swearing but with a huge grin on his face.

      “That was gangsta!” he said, Penny at a loss as to what that even meant, but he seemed impressed with her, regardless.  He leaned in closer over the table, not that they’d been speaking too loudly––their conversation was as guarded as ever.  “You can do other things, then, besides invisibility?”  He had a glint in his eye as if he had just discovered gold.

      “Yes,” she said reluctantly, knowing that telling him anything more was full of risks and that he couldn’t be trusted, but she was confident it soon wouldn’t matter.  She needed him to ask, anyway.

      He swore loudly, a few heads turning, but the other passengers within earshot soon ignored the two teenagers.

      “What can you do?” he said, excitement etched across his face, as he leaned even closer over the little table towards her.

      “Anything,” is all she said.  Better let Jack's imagination go wild than fill in all the pieces for him, but she wanted to nudge him; she was gently leading Jack to the very thing she needed him to ask her.

      “Like what?” he said, as if too scared or too excited to be able to imagine anything better than he already had.

      “I don’t know,” she shrugged like she was as uncreative as he was right now, “let your imagination fly.  If you can think it, I can probably make it happen.”  She wondered if she had been too subtle.

      “Can you make me fly?” he said, Penny jumping with excitement on the inside, her face grave and calm on the out.  He’d said it.

      “Yes, I guess so.  I’ve never tried it, in fact.”  Jack sat there thinking for a moment, then a look of puzzlement coming across him.

      “But the day I broke my nose, in the cinema.  You made Geoff fly then when he was invisible.  He told me.”

      “No, that wasn’t me,” she said, everything about talking this through with Jack seeming more bizarre by the seconds, “and besides, he said he could only float.”  Jack recalled that had been the word, too, that Geoff had used.  He’d floated to the ceiling.  Of course, Jack hadn’t believed him at the time, but now he believed it all.  Jack let it drop.

      “Let’s see if you can make me fly, then,” he said, back onto the subject at hand.

      “What, here?”  She looked around the carriage; there was no way she was going to allow that to happen.

      “No, of course not.  When we get there.”

      “Okay,” she said, trying not to sound too triumphant, wanting to make it seem as if she wasn’t fussed, but seeing as he was asking, she would do it for him just this once.

      “And can you show me how it works?”

      “How what works?”

      “How you make people do things.  How you make me fly.”

      “I’m not sure there is much to show.  I just have to think something, but I guess I can speak it just as easily.”

      The train had slowed considerably as their conversation reached that point and, right enough, an announcement was then made saying they were now approaching their final destination, and reminding all passengers to ensure they had their personal belongings with them as they left the train.  Neither of them said anything for the next two minutes as the train rolled into the station, the breaks applied for the final time and the train now at a complete stop, as doors began to open, passengers already stepping from the train and onto the platform.

      Jack stood, reaching for Penny, who took his outstretched hand and the couple moved down the aisle together, and off the train.  The sky was full of gulls, and there was a smell of salt in the air that only happened in coastal towns.  Watching the birds high above, Jack couldn’t help but imagine what it would feel like to fly.
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        Before I was able to grant Jack his wish and make him fly, I had to undergo that next hour.  Had I been in any doubt as to what I was about to do––and I don’t think I was––the next hour would have firmly set my mind in gear.  He was a beast, a wild animal that no one could tame.  He was no longer safe, either.  I would be doing humanity a great service, though, of course, could never let anyone know that fact.

        It’s amazing what can happen during one ninety minute train journey, however.  I’d shared my heart, actually shared my secret with someone, and that had felt amazing, even if it was with Jack.  Why had it always and only been with Jack?  I don’t know if it was that, my vulnerability, my openness, my honesty, but Jack seemed to attach himself to me as strongly as ever.  It was as if our conversation had awakened a desire in him for me that I thought I’d managed to extinguish.  As we walked from Margate station, that sunny August day, he couldn’t keep his hands off me.

        

      

      Penny, being led by the hand, as the two lovebirds––to the outside eye––were walking down that crowded station, had her mind on other things.  She wasn’t seeing the birds flying all around, as gulls and pigeons alike played daredevil with each other, looking for crumbs dropped by the people below them.  Penny didn’t see the mostly cloudless sky, the sound of an amusement arcade somewhere in the distance, screams going up every few seconds.  Her mind, at that moment, was in a very different place.

      Jack had said they needed to get some supplies––they hadn’t got lunch with them, and had travelled quite light.  Penny spotted a food shop, to which Jack seemed as if it hadn’t been the one he had in mind, but they approached it anyway, Jack making out as if he wanted to walk past the front door and on towards an alley before Penny yanked his arm back.

      “No, I have money, we’re paying for what we take, okay.”  It wasn’t a request.  Jack looked slightly annoyed, but let it pass.

      “Fine, suit yourself,” he said, following her into the mini supermarket, and Penny picked up a basket, grabbing a few items for them both, Jack like a shadow behind her, watching Penny and nothing else.  He couldn’t get over the fact he was here with her, alone, just two people on a day away.  Jack felt alive for the first time in weeks.  He had just about given up hope with Penny, but then she had turned around and surprised him.  She’d also shown a new side of herself that Jack could never have imagined.  It made total sense as he thought about it.  Why had he never thought about it before?  Suddenly, Penny Black was the hottest girl in his whole world, and she was his.  All his, and for the day, nobody else around them knew who they were, and besides his sister Lucy who he’d mentioned things to as he’d rushed from home that morning, no one on the entire planet knew that the two of them were together in Margate; alone.

      Jack was looking forward to getting some time with Penny after lunch with just the two of them, somewhere secluded, somewhere private.  He was looking forward to eating, looking forward to flying, and particularly looking forward to anything else that might happen in between the two.  He was anticipating that most of all.

      Penny was at the checkout, Jack just waiting to one side.  He’d spotted a pharmacy next door to the shop they were in and would pop in there next, invisible, he was sure.  He didn’t care what Penny felt about that one.  Penny looked up, having now paid the bill and walked towards Jack with a bagful of products, both heading towards the door without saying anything.  They turned left, Jack pausing at the next shop.

      “I’m going in here.  Stay here and open the doors for me,” Jack said, vanishing in an instant––besides the briefest of checks, he’d just gone ahead with it.  Reckless and stupid, and Penny couldn’t help but shudder, waiting for the screams from anyone nearby who had just seen a boy vanish.  Thankfully there wasn’t anything.

      “Move already!” Jack demanded, Penny stepping forward though not going into the shop herself, the automatic doors opening and Jack, she presumed, entering into the store alone.  She was angry that he was stealing.  She had money, and they already had their shopping––it was as if he had to steal, regardless.  Just like an addict.  Just like her mother, whose choice of evil was a bottle of alcohol.

      A few seconds later, Penny heard a tap––it must have been Jack knocking the inside of the now shut doors––and Penny turned on the spot, still staying on the pavement, her back now to the pharmacy, but enough movement to make the door open once more.  She felt Jack touch her backside, the two of them moving away from the spot, which was now too busy for Jack to reappear, though he seemed in no hurry.  Invisible, he seemed quite at ease to be grabbing Penny’s rear, as if he knew she could hardly react; as if Jack knew he had free reign.  Jack was more than happy to be invisible for the foreseeable future.  He felt powerful; invincible.

      Two minutes later, however, now down a quiet street, Jack did reappear, Penny instantly turning to face him, knocking his hand from molesting her frontside before he even got close.  He smiled.

      “Like that, did you?”  His eyes showed the same gross eagerness she had seen before, a side to him only very few people knew.  Penny didn’t answer him.

      “What did you take?”  Her own eyes were fiery, though that only seemed to egg Jack on all the more.

      “Why?”

      “Because I said we weren’t stealing our lunch.  I have money.”

      “This isn’t lunch.”

      “What did you take?”  She wasn’t going to move until she had an answer.

      “Go to hell!” he retorted.

      “Jack,” she said, in a motherly tone, making it clear their day was over if he didn’t respond, as she wasn’t going to move from that spot without the truth.  She needed to know what he had just taken from the pharmacy.  He reached into his pocket reluctantly and pulled out a small orange box, which contained three condoms.  “Why?” she said, repulsed that he had to steal something like these, even more so that he had felt happy to do so in front of her.  Then she cottoned on that he probably hoped to use them with her––of which she knew there was no chance.

      “Why do you think?”  His smile gave him away.

      “Jack, I don’t have the words to say how way out of line you are.”

      “Penny, come on!  We’ve been dating for months, we’ve kissed loads, yet you’ve never put out.”

      “Put out?”

      “Put out.”  Penny was unfamiliar with the term but got its meaning from his expression as he repeated the phrase.

      “No!” she said, turning away.  Maybe the plan had been no good from the very beginning?  Jack grabbed her wrist, stopping her from turning completely away, pulling her back to face him again.

      “Why?  I don’t understand.  I thought you liked me?”

      “Liked you?”

      “You’ve just shared your biggest secret with me.  That was super sexy, I’ve got to tell you.”  Sexy was the last word Penny would have used for it or assumed anyone else in their right mind would have chosen to use.  However, she realised Jack was far from anybody, far from possessing a right mind.  “And I wanted to be able to share with you my biggest talent,” he said.

      “No, Jack!” she said again.  Her first time wasn’t going to be with Jack the Rapist Ferguson.

      He swore at her, angry that his girlfriend wouldn’t listen to him.

      “Give me one good reason why not?” he demanded after a few seconds when neither had broken eye contact with the other.

      “Abbey Lawrence,” is all she said, Penny looking away.

      “You still going on about that?” he said, as if it was old news, ancient already, long forgotten by now.

      “You raped her, Jack.”  He couldn’t deny that.

      “I didn’t know what I was doing, Penn, and I’m different now.  Let me show you.”  She could see he was anything but different.

      “You didn’t give her that same option, though, Jack, did you?  You took it from her the moment you decided to push her to the ground.  To me, you’ll always be the boy who raped Abbey, Jack.  I’m sorry.  I’ll always see it happening before my eyes.”

      It was just the two of them, no foot traffic around, and only cars moving noisily at the nearby junction.  Their raised voices brought them no unwanted attention.

      “Then why are we even together?”  Penny thought she spotted hurt, confusion even, in those still glowing eyes of his.  She didn’t have an answer for him and sensed she would lose him altogether with a carelessly phrased response.

      “Look, I like you,” she forced herself to say, though a large part of her believed that, and it was true.  She had always liked Jack.  The majority of her––her better sense––loathed him, however, and it was this part of her that was protecting her from further harm.  “Can we just walk, find somewhere quiet to eat our picnic, and just see.”

      “Just see?”  Maybe there was hope for him yet, he sensed.  She nodded down at his right hand, the box of Durex still clutched tightly between his fingers.

      “Just see,” she repeated, Jack smiling and releasing her hand finally, Penny shaking the blood back into her fingers, the numbness leaving after about a minute.  They walked in silence.  Penny knew she needed to keep him onside for now, and that meant walking very near to the edge in the meantime.  She would have to be careful, but she needed him to trust her.  If that required certain risks on her part, then so be it.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Lunch had felt like the last supper for Penny.  She couldn’t help feeling that he was counting down every mouthful, savouring every bite, knowing they were moving towards finishing their food––one appetite satisfied––another surely soon to be dealt with, also.

      Jack pushed the bag of crisps to one side finally; clearly, he’d had enough of waiting.  He moved next to her, leaning forwards and kissing her a little on the lips, which she returned.  They stayed like that for a moment, before Jack was using his hands again, first on her thighs, and then higher.  Penny couldn’t help feel panic rushing her, like seawater in a sinking ship.  She was drowning.  She pulled away, knocking his hand from her breast.

      “Stop, Jack, it’s too much.”

      “I’ll go easy on you, I promise,” he said, though still, his hands were all over her, like an octopus in heat.  It was as if he knew he couldn’t break contact with her; she was the charge his electrical body needed.

      “No,” she said, a little more forcefully, moving to get herself up, which she did after a moment’s struggle.  “All I can see is Abbey in that woods and what you did to her.”

      Jack swore violently.

      “Screw Abbey.  It's now, not then.”

      “But it doesn’t change what you did.”

      “Nothing will.  Move on.”

      “Move on?  You raped her.  I don’t want that to happen to me.”

      “It's not raping if you want it.”

      “Would that stop you?”  She knew he couldn’t answer that.

      “Then don’t make me choose, okay?” Jack said as he began to take a step forward as if the debate was over.  He was going to have Penny one way or the other.  If he had to get rough, he would.

      “NO!” she screamed, a thought passing her mind, as if subconscious, protective.  She knew she hadn’t knowingly thought it.  Make Jack repellant to me, like a magnet against another magnet.  Jack was unable to get within three feet of Penny, despite his great effort.  Each time he would hit a force greater than his strength.

      “What have you done?” he said, trying to move towards her but he kept bouncing back.  “What have you done, bitch?” he said again.

      “Look, Jack, this is getting out of hand,” she said, confused herself at what had just happened.  She recalled the thought, though she knew she had not put it there.  Her gift had protected her again, it seemed.  “I think you have to calm down.”

      There was nothing like being forcefully repelled from a girl he was trying to get to have a calming effect instantly.  He knew something bigger was happening; it was pointless even to try.  Of course, she has powers, he thought, she was doing something.

      “Make me fly, and then we are done,” he said as if the final terms of their negotiations.  Do this one thing, and we’ll agree to go our separate ways.

      “You want to fly?”  She couldn’t hide her surprise.

      “I need to hear you say it, though,” he said, a total lack of trust evident on his red face.  He wasn’t going to let Penny trick him on this one.  With flight and invisibility, he would truly be unstoppable.

      “Okay,” she said.  Jack showed obvious delight at her reply.  So, it had finally come to the moment.  The day after she had dealt with Abbey Lawrence and those running legs of hers, she was about to make a final payback to Jack.
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        He would have raped me; I was sure, had that manifestation not protected me from him.  I don’t know how it happened, either.  I’m glad it did.

        That walk from the station to where we were to have lunch together for the last time was to prove beyond any measure of doubt the devastating effect I’d had on Jack Ferguson because of what I’d done to his young body.  I had changed him the moment I messed with him.  I still shudder when I’m forced to recall that moment.

        Like that lemon that I could not undo.  Like the increase to Kelly’s breasts that I never did try to reverse.  Jack's wiring altered from the moment I intervened, his disposition set towards anger, rage and sexual violence.

        As much as I felt guilty, as much as that was my fault, what was left was still a dangerous human being.  He was still a boy, really, yet was capable of so much.  I’d seen the things he was into––these were the areas I’d discovered.  I could only imagine what was lurking in the depths, the things he kept hidden.

        He had to pay.  He had to go.

        

      

      “You’ll make me fly?” Jack had repeated, standing on that grassy bank, just the two of them.  The weather had turned a lot over lunch, mirroring their spirits at that moment––cloudy and full of threat.  They were a little way from the beach, a beach area that was now nearly empty, the August weather far from summery.  Still, there was no way he could fly in full view of everyone.

      “You’ll need to be invisible.  I don’t think it’s wise to fly where people can see you.”

      Jack looked out to sea.  It was wavy, white horses visible crashing against the stony beach, a few people out with metal detectors.  He didn’t mind agreeing to be invisible, and he had the chance to control it, anyway.  Once she had given him the gift, he could do whatever he liked.  She could go to hell.  He’d thought this one through––he would make sure he was safe.  She was making him into a superhero.

      Penny glanced at her watch, the time showing it was nearly half past one in the afternoon.

      Jack turned back to her, still three feet from her.  He couldn’t get any closer.

      “So, let’s do it then,” he said, going invisible at that moment, his sudden disappearance still bringing a spike of fear for Penny, but she knew he couldn’t come any closer, he wasn’t about to jump on her, push her to the ground, hurt her.  Violate her.  “Out loud,” he reminded her, his voice bringing her back into the moment.

      She was about to give Jack the gift of flight.  She had been thinking about this for months, pondering the pros and cons.  Yet here she was, once again going through with something she had long since planned; if anything, the freshness of last night and Abbey’s downfall played more so on her mind at the moment.  Jack deserved it far more than Abbey had.

      “Make Jack have the ability to fly,” she said aloud, adding without pausing in her thoughts for ten minutes.  As he was invisible, she had no way of knowing if he was already moving, at all, but his voice spoke again moments later from the same spot he had just been standing.  He was still grounded, for now.

      “Now give up your right to take away my gift, just as you did with my visibility.”  He had thought this one through.  There was no way he was going to fly without hearing her speak it first.  Penny, making out as if she was annoyed, however, had been expecting something like that from Jack.  He was no fool.

      “Jack will retain the ability as I have just given it,” she said.  There was silence for a moment.  “Well?” Penny added.  Seconds later she heard the sound of him leaping up from the ground, though there was no landing.  He was flying.  The branches of a tree next to her and high up in the air moved violently, Jack apparently flying through them.  Then he reappeared, twenty feet in the air, Penny looking up at him, her face in a particular panic.

      “Jack, you promised!” she called.

      “I didn’t promise anything, Black,” he said, dropping down as if to land next to her, but being repelled at the last moment.  Her protection was a sphere right around her, he realised, not just a barrier.  He landed on the ground.

      “This is brilliant,” he said.  Jack was beaming from ear to ear.  Penny had not seen him so happy for months.  It was as if the old Jack was back, the boy she had first fancied from year seven.  Fun, carefree and cute Jack.  He made a loop as he rose into the air again, racing up to cloud level––they were lower today, but still––reaching them in no time at all.  Penny shouted up to him.

      “Jack, you’ll be seen!”  She doubted he could hear, not that he seemed as if he remotely cared.  He was reckless.  She glanced at her watch.  It had been six minutes.  He landed once more in front of her with a loud thump.

      “You really don't have any control over me, Black, do you?”  She shook her head, spotting in the distance a small aeroplane, right out to sea.

      “See if you can reach that plane,” she said, pointing in front of her, the sound of the motor noticeable before Jack had managed to pinpoint the aircraft with his eyes.  It must have been at least a few miles away.

      “That’ll be easy,” he said, already jumping off the ground.

      “You must be invisible, Jack.  You don’t want that type of attention,” she said, and he hovered for a moment about twenty feet above her, low enough to be covered by the trees around them.

      “Why do you care?”

      “Because I know, okay.  I know I would never be accepted if people knew about me.  If they really knew.  It’ll be the same for you.  It’s why you’ve never told anyone you can be invisible.”  He had indeed never told anyone that.

      “That’s different.  I don’t want people finding out what I’m doing.  But this is flying.”  There were three minutes to go.

      “You still won’t be able to explain it.”

      “Then I’ll lead them to you,” he said.  He didn’t care.  He was through with Penny already.

      “You can’t!” she screamed.

      “Depends on what you’ll do for me,” he replied, his hand reaching into his pocket, throwing down the box of condoms which landed at her feet.  Interesting; so objects can get close to her and are not repelled from her he thought.  “You hold onto them until I get back,” he shouted down.  “It’s your choice whether I’ll say anything or not,” and with that he started moving higher, going invisible soon after.  There were less than two minutes left as Penny checked her watch, glancing down at the ground and she kicked the box away from her.  She hoped it never came to that.  Jack couldn’t be allowed to blackmail her about anything.

      She counted down the one hundred seconds, give or take, that she figured remained.  By then the small plane––which was flying out to sea, presumably heading for France––had gone into the clouds, its noise all but inaudible to Penny as well.  Penny scanned the horizon, desperately searching for a sign of Jack or the aircraft, but it was impossible to see anything.

      And then she spotted him.

      Jack must have reappeared when he was flying through the clouds––presumably, he didn’t care, maybe he wanted to scare the crew––but Penny saw him now falling rapidly from the sky.  He was at least a mile away, probably much further.  All there was stretched out before her as she stood there with her mouth wide, was open sea, with a few rocks––rough and jagged––visible in the distance, though he was way beyond them.  They might have made his end a sudden one, but that might have been too quick.  This way, falling so far out into open sea, he would realise what she had done to him before it would be too late.  He would understand.  As he sank into the depths, breathing his last breath, in those final moments, he would know that Penny had got the better of him.

      Penny couldn’t see the point where he hit the water––he was too far away––but she knew he was down.  The ten minutes were over, his ability to fly now gone.

      Jack Ferguson was history.
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        I will always remember that moment––the falling boy––as I saw Jack plunge to his death.  If anyone else had seen anything––and I would check, there would be no news of any such sighting, any such search––no one was saying anything.

        I’d finally done it.

        As quickly as it had happened, however, a creeping paranoia entered me.  What if someone found out?  What if they already knew?

        I realised I was no freer in his absence as I had been with his presence.  At least he couldn’t hurt anyone else now.  At least he couldn’t come for me.

        Darkness was to live with me, however, as I left that place.  Jack might be gone, but this feeling was to grow in me as those months of summer pressed on.

        

      

      Penny collected together the empty packets, as well as the unfinished food.  She threw the box of condoms––unopened, uninvited and very much unwanted––into a thick clump of bushes.  She didn’t want to be caught with them, even if what she had in her hands would soon be in a rubbish bin anyway.

      With one last glimpse out to sea––there was nothing there but rolling waves, sea meeting cloudy horizon in the far distance––Penny turned and left that spot, vowing never to return.  It would forever be tainted, like that clump of trees next to her school, the same cluster she’d watched Jack and Abbey in.  Stained, defiled, unspeakable.  She knew then she could never come back there, would probably never revisit Margate at all, in fact.

      She suddenly felt watched.  Did anyone spot the two teenagers entering into that place only to now see just Penny leaving?  She doubted it, but even then, those thoughts were there.  Someone would surely know.  Maybe the police were already on their way?

      Penny dropped the shopping bag of rubbish into the first bin she got to, feeling it was as incriminating as if it had contained a bloodstained shirt with a murder weapon.  It was nothing but food wrappings, but it might as well have been a smoking gun for how she now felt.

      She had to get back on the train, which would take her home.  At least the tickets she had purchased that morning had been two singles.  Jack had never noticed, hadn’t said anything if he had, as to why she had bought two one-way tickets when they would need to head back that night.  Maybe he had plans of them shacking up for the night in some Margate dive?  Perhaps he had hoped?

      Penny slid over the money, conscious of her hands––feeling she needed to wash them as soon as she was through with the purchase––as if they stunk of criminality as if they would give her away.  She pocketed the change and put the ticket inside her purse, before going in search of the toilets.  Penny washed her hands thoroughly for three whole minutes, applying soap four times, much to the bemusement of the odd woman or two who was also using the sinks.  Penny didn’t care what they thought; she just had to be clean.  She would wash her clothes when she got back home.  His hands had been all over her.  She might even just throw them all away or burn them.  Yes, she would burn them, she settled on, as she dried each hand carefully on the paper towels.

      Her train wasn’t leaving for another thirty minutes––it hadn’t even arrived yet, or if it had, it wasn’t showing on the screens, so she didn’t know to which platform to go.  She found a bench and waited.  Police officers were walking around in twos.  Were they looking for her?  Did they know already?  Had the body of a teenage boy just been discovered by a fishing boat or something?  She felt every eye pressing down on her, as if she was in the middle of the room with everyone facing her, everyone knowing what Penny had just done; everyone knowing who she was.

      [image: ]
* * *

      The train ride was not much better, but Penny had managed to doze––she figured if they were about to arrest her for murder, it would happen whether she was asleep or awake, so she might as well rest.  She arrived in London and made the switch to the tube so that she was home by dinnertime, not that she kept those times now it was just her mother and her at home.  Her mother’s meals were always liquid, and she wasn’t one to share such indulgence with her still teenage daughter.

      Penny went straight up to her room, avoiding the television––whether news on Abbey the athlete or Jack the deceased, she didn’t need to hear it––and just rested on her bed.  Penny stared at her ceiling as she laid on the bed, the paint in need of a little work, the edges peeling away from the coat underneath.  Penny couldn’t recall the last time, if ever, her room had been painted.  She decided she would make that her summer project, a change of colour in her room before school would start again.  A freshness for her final year.

      Having come to that conclusion, Penny decided she needed some air.  The hardware store was a good thirty minutes away, and she would need to pass Millie’s house on the way, Penny wanting to hang out with someone, and her former dance class friend fitted the bill perfectly.  They could get some food on the way, though the more Penny thought about eating––her last meal had been with Jack, which had been his last ever meal––the less like eating Penny felt.  She was sure it would pass.

      Penny had called Millie on the way, having left home without the need of a word to her mother, and was calling in at Millie’s about twenty minutes later.  The two girls walked into town first––Penny glancing at the leisure centre as they went past it.  She knew all these spots would feel like that for a while.  The two girls grabbed some food, Penny paying for them both, happy that she finally had enough money to be able to do that, before they later continued on the ten minutes it took to get to the slightly out of town hardware store.

      Millie gave her opinion on what Penny should choose for her new bedroom colour scheme, and over the next hour, through many tester pots, Penny made her choice, finally paying for two large pots of paint and a new set of brushes.  Between them both, they set out to carry the items home.  Millie had also picked up a large box containing one-hundred tea lights––she had said you could never have too many candles––and they chatted happily to one another as they walked.

      “Jack dumped me,” Penny said, wanting to make sure Millie knew she was no longer together with her boyfriend.

      “You don’t seem that upset,” Millie said, picking up on her tone and the fact she’d long since heard Penny mouthing off about how impossible he was.

      “No, I guess I’m not,” she said.  She wasn’t upset, as such.  She was feeling guilty and desperate that she was about to be found out.  Jack was the last person who deserved her pity, however.

      “You are well shot of him if you ask me.”  Penny had only told Millie half the things Jack had done, and that was enough to know he was nothing but trouble.  Millie knew the type of boy he was––she’d had to kiss him too that day at the cinema.  Penny had made out she hadn’t known him then, too, she realised, but Millie let it go.  “Do you want to talk about it?”

      Penny paused for a moment.  The truthful answer to that as her heart screamed its answer was an absolute yes.  But she knew she couldn’t talk about it, not now, not ever.

      “No, it’s okay, history now.  I don’t want to talk about it.”

      Millie could tell it was far from settled, though knew enough that now was not the time to probe.  It had only just happened, and Penny would be hurting from the rejection.  She would let it drop.

      “So,” Millie said, some twenty minutes later, as they neared home once again, “do you want me to give you a hand with the painting?”  Millie was handing the pots across to Penny, who had said she would walk the final bit to her house by herself.

      “I’ll call you if I do,” she said.  If Penny were to call Millie to invite her over, it would be the first time she had ever done so.

      “Okay, let me know,” she said, regardless.  Miracles do happen.  Millie opened her front door and waved to Penny as she walked inside, closing the door shut behind her.  Penny continued on home.

      Now home, Penny walked through the door in stages, having needed to put the two pots of paint down on the doorstep to get her keys from her bag.  She wondered if she had enough paint, especially if three coats were needed.  She moved the pots through into the hall before shutting the door.  Her mother walked out from the kitchen, chewing something, before swallowing.

      “Have you eaten?” she asked, only then spotting the tins of paint on the floor.

      “I got something with Millie earlier,” Penny said.

      “What’s this?”  Penny avoided the blindingly obvious response that came to mind.  It’s paint; what else could it be?

      “I’m going to decorate my room.  The paint is flaking from the ceiling.”

      “Where did you get the money?” she said as if Penny must have stolen it from her.

      “I work, remember?” Penny retorted as if her mother was too much of a hopeless drunk to be able to retain the fact her daughter had been working in a supermarket that summer.  Her mother didn’t reply, turning her nose up as if she still didn’t like the fact her daughter would waste her money on things like paint, and she walked back into the kitchen.  Penny wasn’t even up the stairs when she heard liquid poured into a glass, the bottle knocking against the object, her mother’s hands no doubt trembling and unable to hold it still.  It wasn’t her first drink of the evening.  Penny knew it was far from her last.

      Penny sat the pots down against a free wall now that she was in her bedroom, surer than ever that she probably didn’t have enough paint, but there was sufficient to get most of the job done.  She planned to start tomorrow after she got home from work.  Right now, Penny just needed some time to think.  She switched on the television.

      The news gave no mention of anyone being found dead and floating off the coast of Margate, though she doubted it would have done.  The sport’s news which followed the main programme was less positive for Penny, with Abbey Lawrence mentioned, a replay on the screen now showing the moment from last night’s final when the British hopeful had pulled up suddenly, going from about third place to last in a matter of metres.  The report would go on to mention that there was no serious injury and that Abbey was expected to compete in her other event later that week.  Penny looked in bemused wonder at the television.

      “I have got to watch that,” she laughed, bringing herself out of the mood she’d been in, for a moment at least, as she thought about Abbey trying to compete against her peers without any significant advantage.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Penny would wake in the early hours––it was half past two––having had her first nightmare about Jack’s death.  She was in school, in a hall full of students, herself in the middle, all rows facing the front.  Two police officers had appeared at the back of the lobby, every head––her’s included––turning around as one to face them.  They walked down the aisle and approached the Head Master at the front, who had paused his address and was waiting silently for the officers.  Whispers happened all around.

      For ages, it seemed, the three people discussed something at the front.  Then every face––student and teacher alike––suddenly turned to face her.  She became the centre of the hall, the dead centre of the entire universe, it felt at that moment.  She was also naked.

      She had sweat coming down her face as she sat up in her bed, checking the time, her pulse pounding, her gift doing its thing inside her, though looking around, nothing was floating.  No item was misbehaving.

      “It was just a dream,” she said aloud, willing her heart rate back to normal, taking a few deep breaths interspersed with a few sips of water.  “It was only a dream.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            10

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Those nightmares dogged me for the whole of August.  By the end of the month, I was desperate for some relief, anything that would stop me reliving the moment.  Each time the dream would be different, each time I was exposed for who I was, caught out in what I’d done.  In many dreams, I’d been arrested, marshalled away, with eyes on only me.

        And then they suddenly stopped.

        I don’t know why they did, at the time, but it rescued me.  It stopped me following through with what I had known growing in me all summer.  A feeling that would come back with greater force in a couple more years, but one that had nearly succeeded at the first time of asking.

        It was darkness, a sickness asking for release.  Asking from an escape from all that I was feeling, all that I was suffering; asking for an end to life.

        It would plant the thought in me, that while I had pushed it away that month, would later come back to dominate me more than ever––the idea that I could always just quit this life.

        

      

      Penny wouldn’t have said before that week that she was suicidal, but with all that she’d gone through, those were the thoughts waging war inside, each battling for a voice.  She’d seen her father walk away, had a mother who wasn’t there for her and been sexually exploited by a man who she thought she could trust.  Penny had seen a friend raped, a former friend by that point, but even that realisation didn’t change anything.  She was getting hassle at work, trouble at home and nightmares while she slept.  What Penny had done in Abbey that week didn’t seem to be limiting Abbey now at all.  All that she’d done to Jack didn’t seem like it was enough, either, and she woke with a question as to whether it was even worth repainting her room––did she deserve to be alive to enjoy it?

      She went into work troubled, the same boy hassling her for the thousandth time, it seemed.  All because Robin’s sister had been too fat, too ugly, to get a job there herself.  Penny was in no mood for it that morning and punched him in the face.  He fell silent.  He would never bother her again after that, and by September had left his job at the supermarket altogether.  Penny wondered why it had taken her so long to act, but realised she suddenly felt as if she only had so much time left.  Sooner or later, it felt, her thoughts would win.  She could quit, she knew that, and the temptation was strong.

      The lack of a father figure was most pressing that month.  Without the support of someone who could have spoken wisdom into her soul, given her hope, she felt more bleak about life than ever.  Even Jack, for all his faults, for all his problems, fulfilled that role to some degree.  Now even his voice was gone from her world.  Her overtly camp manager, Julian––despite finding out he was happily married, to a woman, with three kids––couldn’t hope to meet that need in her.  The start of school was still a few weeks away, also, so the male teachers she had, couldn’t help her either.

      She felt lost already.

      What she couldn’t decide was how to do it.  Could she even do it herself?  She started repainting her room the following night, at least thankful her time working on the checkout at work hadn’t been ruined anymore by the ginger-haired pest, nor that of Jack, who had often hung around, sometimes trying to steal money from the tills.  At least they were both now silent, at last.

      Penny finished the first coat of paint as she got ready for bed.  The room smelt strongly of paint.  Maybe that was the way to go, through fumes?

      She woke the following morning––alive and her room very much odour free––and again pushed the thought back as best she could.  Soon the days became a week and the week became the end of the month.  The new school term was now just a few days away, the start of her final year in secondary, the year ending in her GCSE exams next May and June.  She was surprised if she would last that long.

      She’d finished her room, making the paint last enough so as not to require another visit to the hardware shop.  The Olympics had played in the background on those nights she was watching, as Abbey made a surprise finish.  Penny was at a loss to know how she felt about that.

      At no point had there been mention of Jack––no reports of a missing person on the news, nothing on social media from anyone Penny was friends with, nothing even from Lucy.  Weren’t they missing him?  Why hadn’t Lucy reached out to Penny asking about her brother?

      [image: ]
* * *

      The one thing that had kept Penny going that month, the one person she’d shared her suicidal thoughts with, had been the anonymous prisoner, though she had learnt a lot more about him.  He’d reasoned with her, aware of her feelings of emptiness and worthlessness, but urging her to be strong.  He had felt the same during his first week in prison.  He had wanted to kill himself, too, he’d told her in one email.  She could, therefore, be strong.  He needed her; he was only able to cope because she was writing to him.

      They talked most nights, only through the private emails from then on, abandoning the Pen Pal system they had initially chatted which used handwritten letters to communicate, letters that were most certainly read and censored, with strict rules in place.

      He had said in one of his emails that he had seen Jenkins.  Penny had come alive at that thought.  She now had access to someone on the inside.  Someone she could use to teach the man a lesson.

      However, before the month was out and before she could instruct Jonathan to arrange some terrible accident, he’d written to Penny to state that Jenkins had gone.  He didn’t know where.  He was just gone.

      Penny swore but knew she had a new purpose in life.  She couldn’t depart without making Jenkins pay for what he had done to her.  Her suicidal thoughts were finally pushed to one side.

      Penny spent the entire last two days of her holiday––when she wasn’t working at the shop––researching as much as possible about where Jenkins had gone.  Any news was tough to find.  She couldn’t believe that the prison service had snuck him out.  He didn’t deserve an easier life.  Had they realised about her connection to Jonathan?  Did they know it was Penny who was the mystery Pen Pal?  She had no way of knowing.

      It was only on that final night before school was due to restart that the news broke––an inmate at the high-security Whatton prison had escaped.  No names quoted, though they reported the man was a convicted sex offender.  Penny knew it had to be Jenkins himself without a doubt.  Had he known what she was planning?  Was he now going to come after her?

      [image: ]
* * *

      School started that first week of September.  Abbey was very much the star attraction of not only 11W but the entire school, it seemed.  No one apparently noticed that Jack wasn’t there.  Penny couldn’t help but be glad that she was slipping under the radar.  For once she was happy that Abbey was around.

      Kelly, too,––who’d seemed to grow about a foot in height over the summer––now had the figure to go with her killer bust.  She was by far the most stunning looking girl in the class, and any boy with a pulse paused what they were doing as she first walked in that morning.  Penny would let it drop.  She had been looking over her shoulder ever since hearing the news about Jenkins.  She had been chatting to Millie about it all from the day she heard, not telling her friend how she knew for sure it was Jenkins, but confirming that it was their former dance teacher who had escaped.  No details got released to the public of what had happened, and the inmates at Whatton had no idea, either––the prison service would hardly tell them how someone had escaped––but Penny was disappointed that Jonathan hadn’t heard something on the grapevine.  It seemed that Jenkins had escaped––and if they even knew how––they weren’t saying anything.  Penny couldn’t help but feel that little bit more unsafe.

      “What if he comes for us?” Penny had said to Millie at the end of that first week––a three-day week only for the start of school.  Penny was talking about Jenkins, Millie the only girl she could talk to about him, both girls in the same situation, both now a little alarmed.  The school was talking about no one other than Abbey all week––when the boys’ minds weren’t otherwise distracted by Kelly––and it had mostly gone unnoticed that Jack Ferguson wasn’t there.  The missing posters would only start going up the following week, as the school and whole community finally caught up with what they had missed up until that point.  That was a storm waiting to break for Penny.

      Before that, she had the weekend.  Both girls were working the same shifts, now, Penny having to cut back her nearly full-time hours due to school starting up again, so that she was limited to a couple of evenings and weekends once more.  At least Millie was working the same shifts as Penny.  In Millie, Penny felt she had a real friend, a proper friend for once.  Life wasn’t all bad.

      Penny would shelve her darkest thoughts, therefore, as September pressed on.  Millie needed protecting, and Penny knew she couldn’t go through with it, not yet, anyway.  The nightmares Penny had been suffering had thankfully stopped––she hadn’t had one for a week––and that made things feel a lot better.  Penny was at least sleeping through the nights.  Maybe she could come through this?  Maybe life was worth living, after all?
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        You see, ultimately, I wasn’t this big hard-arsed bitch I thought I was.  Abbey was very much still the runner.  She was back at school, as popular as ever, and with an Olympic bronze medal to show for it.  Kelly was the class beauty––and I hadn’t seen that one coming.  I’d inadvertently set them both up for life, no doubt, each with their talent, each something that I had given them.  Each a target of mine for my reasons, but each ultimately left with a lasting legacy.

        And what about Jenkins?  Had he got what he deserved?  No, and now he was free.  That wasn’t fair.  Even that rapist and beast, Jack, had somehow got off too lightly.  The more I thought about these people, the more I pondered Jack especially, the more I realised one thing.  They had all got off too lightly.  It wasn’t fair

        Would Jack have ever been sorry about Abbey?  Could I ever tell her he’d paid for what he’d done?  I knew I couldn’t.  Even if I could, would I be able to say he had paid, like for like?  I think I let him off too easily.  While feeling suicidal myself––that darkness was to return, sadly––I knew death was too easy.  Too simple.  Jack had got off lightly, I was certain.  It wasn’t fair.

        

      

      Penny would cease her emails to Jonathan by the second week of September.  He’d served his purpose, and with Jenkins out, there was no reason to involve Jonathan anymore.  He would write a few times––Penny glanced at them, his pleading messages for further contact from her––but he had given up after the fifth email went without reply.

      During lunch on that Saturday after school had started up again, Penny had joined Millie in a local cafe where the two girls sat and ate mostly in silence.  Outside on the street, Penny saw Lucy Ferguson, the older sister of Jack.  She had since left––despite most going onto the Sixth Form housed within their secondary school; Lucy had opted for education elsewhere––which meant there had been no Ferguson’s starting back that year at all.  Penny jumped up, telling Millie she wouldn’t be a minute, as she raced out of the door.

      “Hey, wait up,” she called out to Lucy, who had seen her running from the cafe but had not stopped her walk.

      “What is it?” she asked Penny, a little short with her.

      “Have you seen Jack?”  Penny had to ask; she needed to know what, if anything, his sister knew.

      Lucy eyed her warily.  Did she know?  Penny remained pan faced.  She couldn’t give anything away now.

      “No, not heard from him since you guys went to Margate.”  So she had been told they were both heading there.  Surely it was only a matter of time until they caught her?

      “I’ve not heard from him since then, either,” Penny said.  Lucy snorted, though she just seemed annoyed to be stopped in the street more than anything else.  She didn’t seem alarmed that her brother had not come home for over a week, which was odd.  “Aren’t you worried?”

      “No, Penny, I’m not.  Now if that's all, I do have some important things to do, okay?”  Penny didn’t say anything, Lucy taking that as a sign their conversation was over, and she carried on the way she had been heading a minute before.  Penny turned and re-entered the cafe.

      “What was that about?” Millie asked as Penny sat back down.  She knew Lucy was Jack’s older sister.

      “Just asking after Jack.  She’s not seen him since…” but she didn’t finish.  Millie took it to mean the breakup, which seemed obvious.

      “Leave it, Penn.  Don’t let him bother you anymore.  It was Jack who dumped you, remember?  So what if he’s taken it badly?”

      Penny shook her head.  She didn’t care how Jack was handling it.  The problem was with Lucy.  She was too calm about it.  Had Jack run away for days on end before?  Maybe he’d gone AWOL after their mother had died some years before, perhaps that was why Lucy wasn’t at all concerned that he was still missing?  Maybe she just thought he was repeating that pattern?  Penny didn’t know what to make of any of it, and it bothered her maybe more than it should have done.  She was already on edge.  Penny didn’t need this from Lucy, not now.  She hadn’t wanted suspicion, especially from Lucy, but Penny had no way of knowing how to deal with total apathy.  Someone surely had to wonder where Jack was and think it odd that he had suddenly disappeared?

      “You’re right,” Penny said, Millie well aware that there was a lot more going on with her friend across the table from her than she was currently letting on, however.  She let it slide.

      “We’d better get back,” Millie said, standing up and grabbing her bag from the back of her chair.  Penny followed.  On the street outside, Lucy was nowhere––why Penny had thought she would still be around, watching, waiting, she had no idea?  Lucy had appeared in several of those nightmares Penny had suffered the previous month, always with police surrounding her.  Lucy was usually the lead officer, coming to arrest Penny.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Penny would spend the evenings that weekend just searching for information on the internet.  Jenkins had still not been caught––that much alarmed her.  She wouldn’t feel safe until he was properly behind bars again––and there was no apparent news on Jack, either.  A few of his friends had been posting onto his Facebook timeline asking if he was all right.  One boy had said he was worried about him, the rest just assuming he was partying it up somewhere.  Most stated that they were covering for him at school.  Penny couldn’t help but laugh at that last comment.  If she could see the comments, so could the teachers, once they came looking.

      She’d been frightened that day in Margate, she knew it.  He’d been too powerful for her, too aggressive.  Had her gift not protected her, she would have suffered the same fate as Abbey; she came to know that now.  It couldn’t help but make her think about Abbey and all she must have gone through in a different light.  Abbey had never said anything to anyone about the rape since, not as far as Penny knew.  Had they still been friends, maybe Abbey would have confided in her long ago?

      Penny could finally understand what it must have felt like, though.  The terror Abbey must have felt, powerless to repel him, blaming herself that she had brought it on.  She’d gone there with him, just as Penny had walked with Jack.  Each time they had let him lead them to a quiet, secluded spot.  Each time they’d let him just guide them, his thoughts only sinister.  Penny pitied Abbey for the first time in years.  She also felt more guilty than ever.

      If Jack was deemed missing, would Abbey now say something?  Penny doubted it the moment she thought it.  Why would she?  Why now?  Especially when he was missing.  It would only make her look suspicious.  Penny realised it would never come out.  Jack had been right.  He was always going to get away with it.  Jack would have got away with raping Penny if she hadn’t been able to repel him, too.  Invisible and airborne, he would have got away with a lot of things.  Well, she reasoned, at least he was only airborne for ten minutes.  She was glad she had limited that.  It’d been the invisibility that had only made things worse for him, however.  It was his cocaine, the one thing that took him so far over the edge there was no return.  He could hide anywhere he liked, anywhere Jack had no right to be, continuously feeding that inner beast, his craving for more and more meaning he reached new lows.

      He needed jail, not death.  It was too easy for him.  Everyone deserves to know what he had done, yet no one would.  Only Penny would know, and if anyone knew what she had done to rectify the situation, she would be the only one to face jail time.  That wasn’t fair.  Jack Ferguson was a vile pig who deserved to suffer, deserved humiliation for all that he had done, and yet she’d shown him mercy, not judgement.  He had got off too lightly.  And the more she dwelt on that, the more it bit deep inside.

      It wasn’t fair.  None of it was.
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      T H Paul is my pen name.  I am in fact a seasoned novelist under my real name of Tim Heath.  The titles (which are also links) for the novels I have written follow in the next section and are available on all good online retailers.  Plenty to keep you entertained between Penny Black books!

      I trust you have enjoyed this boxset, which, seeing as you are four books in, should be the case.

      I hope you’ve spotted that each book has a question that is asked at the beginning (before chapter one) and I hope gets answered by the end.

      Book discoverability has as much to do with recommendations as it does with marketing.  There is nothing like reader comments, raves and reviews to help spread the news that there is a series of books in which others might too be interested.  So please help me reach your reader friends by recommending these books to them.  Then keep the conversation going on the Facebook page!

      There are eight episodes in Season One.  I hope you’ve enjoyed the first four, and are ready for the rest.

      All titles are available individually, as well as in Boxsets (as this one).  The next Boxset with books 5-8 in is available here.

      There will be a second series, plus at least one new spin-off where I focus on one of the characters who has featured in this season and take things….well, no spoilers here.  But it’ll be awesome.  Trust me.

      So stay in touch.  Message me on Facebook (fb.me/PennyBlackBooks), connect to the mailing list or Follow my author page on Amazon.  Better still, do all three.  That way you will not miss a future release.

      Thanks again for following this series.  The aim is that each book will be like watching a show on Netflix, small bite-sized episodes that you can complete in a day, maybe one commute, in fact.

      A question for you.  What do you make of our heroine Penny Black?  She’s an interesting character for sure, passionate, stubborn and at times wild and naive.  But is she bad?  Is she good?  What do you think?

      A comment on style:

      You might have seen I use italics and dashes (––) a lot.  It is a style choice for which I do not apologise.  Only for direct speech do I use “for the start of the conversation and” at the end.  I think using ‘this’ for ‘thoughts’ and ‘quotes’ looks messy.  Give me italics for all this stuff, any day.  I believe that it helps for a smoother, more straightforward text.

      The same goes with the dashes.  It comes naturally to me when to use them.  Commas, as in this instance, are excellent.  There is something different about the dash––I’m not sure how best to explain it.

      Notice I use dashes like this––as well.  Not –– like this, with space either side or like this–– attached to one word ––or the other.  I’m sure they all mean the same thing––I just think they look better touching both words, no spaces.

      I hope you can live with my style.  I’m sure some of you haven’t even noticed, which is excellent.  That’s the reason I use it this way.  These things aren’t meant to distract from the story, but to serve the story.

      Above all, enjoy!

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            The Novels By Tim Heath

          

          In order of first publication

        

      

    

    
      Novels:

      Cherry Picking

      The Last Prophet

      The Tablet

      The Shadow Man

      The Prey (The Hunt #1)

      The Pride (The Hunt #2)

      The Poison (The Hunt #3)

      

      Short Story Collection:

      Those Geese, They Lied; He’s Dead

    

  

cover.jpeg
THE DARK SIDE OF PENNY T W PAUL

THE HEART OF PENNY TH PAUL

THE PARENTS OF PENNY TH PAUL

THE POWERS OF PENNY T W PAUL

S— 7

p—
—
o
— —
—_—

”






