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Hyper kids. Going door to door asking for candy. This wasn’t how Penny Sanders wanted to spend Halloween night. Her favorite holiday. It was the one night where she wanted to do what she wanted to do. What did she want to do? The plan was to stay home and watch her favorite horror movies like she always did. Instead, she got roped into baby-sitting her nephews and niece while they went trick or treating. How did that happen? Her parents made her do it. 

Penny loved her niece and nephews, but this was the one night where she wished she wasn’t babysitting. It didn’t help that five-year-old Isaiah refused to be patient. He didn’t want to wait for his little sister before running to the next house. Penny let out a heavy sigh. “Why do they like to torture me like this?” she moaned. 

Her friend Susie Thomas just smiled. “Give the kid a break. It is Halloween,” she reminded her. Penny was grateful Susie was willing to come with her. “This is the only holiday where they can dress up and go door to door asking for treats. And you have to admit that their costumes are cute.” Isaiah was wearing a Buzz Lightyear costume while Faith was wearing a Minnie Mouse costume complete with the ears. And little Elijah, who was sleeping in the stroller, was wearing a pumpkin costume. “Do you remember the three of us dressing up as three Disney princesses when we were younger?”

The third friend Susie was referring to was Erika Way. Erika and Susie were best friends, but they often hung out with Penny. Especially when they were little. They used to call themselves “The Powerpuff Girls”. The three friends used to love watching that show. They used to pretend they were the superheroes based on their personalities. Erika was Blossom, their composed leader. Susie was Bubbles, the kind and sweet friend. And Penny was Buttercup, the fighter.

Both Penny and Susie looked like their counterparts. Penny had dark raven hair, but it was long. Susie had strawberry blonde hair. Erika was the only one who didn’t look like her counterpart. She had short blonde hair that went to her shoulders. Neither Susie nor Erika were as tall as Penny though. They were both average height.

Although, Penny had felt like the third wheel at times. Penny was really close to Erika before they had met Susie. Susie and Erika both shared a birthday so they always celebrated their birthdays together every year. They always included Penny in their celebrations. 

Penny answered her question. “Yes. You were Cinderella, I was Jasmine and Erika was Aurora.”

Susie nodded in agreement. “It was so much fun before your obsession to dress up as evil villains.”

Penny smiled at the memories. “The Evil Queen, Maleficent and Cruella de Vil. Yeah, those were the days.” Penny realized Isaiah and Faith were no longer in sight. She panicked for a moment before she saw them cutting across the yard to the next house. “Isaiah, come back here,” she called. “Wait for us.”

Isaiah made a face, but he obeyed her orders. Faith was right behind him. Penny was relieved he remembered his parents’ warning to listen to his aunt. She didn’t know what his punishment was if he didn’t listen to her, but the threat worked. He hadn’t wandered too far ahead of his aunt and sister and his aunt’s friend.

It was Faith who she had to keep an eye on. The toddler didn’t follow her brother all the time. She would follow another group of kids, not realizing she didn’t know them. Luckily, the parents would try to encourage her to return to Penny. Penny knew her brother and her sister-in-law would kill her if anything happened to the children. And her parents would be so disappointed in her that they would probably never trust her again.

Penny finally took Faith’s hand so she wouldn’t run off. She kept a tight grip as they continued throughout the neighborhood. There were crowds of kids and parents, and Penny was getting a little nervous. She didn’t let go of her hand until the kids were ready to go home. Penny wasn’t surprised since their buckets were almost overflowing with candy. She and Susie took them back to their house, where their parents were waiting.

Isaiah and Faith showed off their candy and treats to their parents as Isaiah began to unwrap a piece of candy. As his mother protested, Isaiah was already whining. “I think that’s our cue to leave,” Susie said and Penny nodded in agreement. Jason saw them to the door while his wife dealt with the unhappy children.

“Thanks for sacrificing your Halloween to do this,” Jason said. “Mary and I haven’t had any time to ourselves since she had Elijah. We thought this was the perfect opportunity to spend it alone. We’re really grateful. I know we’re not close, but please call me if you need anything.”

Penny kept her thoughts to herself. Not close didn’t even cover it. Jason was her oldest half-sibling and he was nearly thirteen years older than her. By the time she was growing up, he was already at that age where he hung out with his friends playing after school sports and chasing after girls. Even after he graduated from college, he didn’t come home much. By then, he had met his future wife.

“We were happy to help,” she said politely. There was an awkward pause before she spoke again. “We should get going.”

“Do you want me to take you home?” Jason offered. “I would hate for you girls to drive home in the dark.”

“Thanks, but we’ll be fine. Susie has her mom’s car,” Penny assured him. They said their goodbyes before the two friends headed to Susie’s car. “Do you still want to come to my house and watch horror movies with me?” she asked. That was their plan after they were done baby-sitting. Susie nodded. “Great. Let’s get going.”

As Susie climbed in the driver’s seat, she pulled out her phone. Penny gave her a questioning look. “Why don’t we see if Erika is done with her date with Austin?” she suggested. “I’m sure she would love to join us. Or do you want me to try another friend?”

“Like who?”

“I don’t know. Like Ashley Meyer or Lucas,” Susie replied. Penny gave her a look like she was crazy. “It was just an idea. I thought you were trying to get to know Ashley now that you guys aren’t fighting over Lucas.”

Ashley Meyer was the new girl who moved into town last month after her dad had remarried to one of the teachers at Emerald High School. Rumors and gossip went around town about Ashley’s wild past, causing Penny to judge her too quickly. They slowly began to become friends after they went through a rough experience together.

“We were never fighting over Lucas,” Penny defended. “You know I was the one who was jealous of Lucas’s friendship with Ashley.” There was more to the story, but she still couldn’t talk about it. “We’re getting along, but I wasn’t planning to invite her over tonight. I want to spend this evening with my best friend. Besides, I think she already has plans with her own friends. And Lucas’s working at the diner tonight.”

Susie smiled. “A late night dessert from there sounds perfect. We have to stop by there before we go back to your house.” She was surprised when Penny didn’t state her opinion on whether she wanted to go to the diner or she just wanted to return home. It wasn’t like her. Susie’s enthusiasm started to wane. “Do you mind if we go to the diner first?”

Penny shrugged. “We can go to the diner first. I don’t care as long as we get out of here.”

Susie was satisfied with that answer. She could sense something was up with her friend. And it wasn’t just being angry for having to skip her favorite Halloween ritual in order to baby-sit her nephews and niece. It had to be more than that. Susie wondered if it had anything to do with what happened to her a couple of weeks ago. However, Penny refused to talk about it and Susie and Erika respected her wishes.

When they arrived at the diner, it was just the same inside as it was in the parking lot outside. Empty. The red leather booths. The stools with the shiny metal pedestals. The jukebox wasn’t playing. Nobody was in there. Since it was Halloween night, it seemed a little creepier than usual. At least it was to Susie. Then again, it was nice to have the diner all to themselves. Knowing Penny, she was loving the eerie vibe of the empty diner.

They walked up to the counter as Lucas came in from the double doors that led to the kitchen. Even though it was Halloween, he was still wearing his diner uniform. The white shirt with the red apron and the white hat. His brown hair was neatly combed back so they could see his green eyes. He gave the two friends a welcoming smile. “Where is everyone?” Susie asked him as he started to clear a table for them.

“A lot of families stopped by earlier so their kids could get their treats,” Lucas told them. Every Halloween, most of the local businesses opened their doors and passed out candy to the young neighborhood kids early in the afternoon. “We had to fill the bucket up like three times. I think there are a few pieces left, but I’m not sure.” Susie immediately went to the huge plastic Jack-O-Lantern bucket that was on the counter. Penny did the same and they were relieved to find some yummy treats they enjoyed still in the container. Susie grabbed a Snickers bar while Penny went for a small bag of peanut M&Ms. “What are you girls up to tonight?” he asked as they sat down at the table.

“We just got back into town from taking Penny’s niece and nephews around their neighborhood. After this, we’re going back to her house and watch horror movies.” Susie looked at the shakes on the menu. She loved how there weren’t just the three choices of strawberry, vanilla, or chocolate. There were fun options like Chocolate Chip Cookie Shakes and Peanut Butter Cup Shakes. Every time Susie came in there, she chose a different shake. She wasn’t one who liked having the same order every time. “May I have a Brownie Shake?”

Lucas nodded before he turned to Penny. “What do you want?”

“I’ll have a hot fudge sundae,” Penny replied. She received a text message. She glanced at her phone as her friends looked at her curiously. She shrugged it off. “It’s just Jason. He wanted to make sure we got home okay.”

“That’s nice of him,” Lucas replied. “Did you girls have fun?”

“I don’t know about Penny, but I had a nice time with her niece and nephews,” Susie replied. “It made me want to spend more time with my own little niece. I don’t see her often enough. I don’t think I have seen her since her birthday. And that was back in July.”

Lucas frowned. “I thought your mom watched Emily during the day.”

“On certain days, she still watches her after preschool,” Susie told him. “But most of the time, she goes to a sitter.”

“What are you doing tomorrow?” Lucas asked Penny. He gently pushed the bowl that held her hot fudge sundae over to her.

Penny shrugged as she scooped up some of the ice cream onto her spoon. “I’ll probably sleep late before heading to the park and playing some basketball.” She licked her ice cream from her spoon and managed a smile. “Why? Do you want to join me? I could always use the extra practice of one-on-one.”

Lucas gave her a sympathetic look. “I wish I could, but I’m working tomorrow,” he said. Penny was disappointed. “Sorry.”

Penny turned to Susie. “What about you? Do you want to help me practice?” she asked hopefully. “Or are you going to be tired of me by tomorrow?”

Susie smiled. “As I was telling Lucas, I think I’m going to go and visit my sister and niece tomorrow. Maybe you should ask Erika. She’s better at basketball than I am. I’m a Thespian, not an Athlete.” Penny knew all too well Susie loved acting. It made her believe she wasn’t as athletic as her friends were. 

“I know. That’s why I wanted you to do it. You’re more of a challenge than Erika is. But I guess I will just bring Leo along and play by myself.” Leo was her golden retriever. “I know he will be good company.” She didn’t say anything more as she ate the rest of her hot fudge sundae.
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After finishing their shake and sundae, they headed to Penny’s house. As they parked in the driveway, both girls noticed how dark the house was. Penny rolled her eyes. “Why am I not surprised my parents took off for the evening?” she muttered to herself. Then she realized she had to look on the bright side. “Looks like we’re going to have the house to ourselves.” Susie nodded. 

Leo was there to greet them. Penny went to get the drinks and make the popcorn while Susie went to Penny’s Netflix account to search for the perfect movie. She chose the first movie while Penny chose the second movie. After the popcorn was ready, they settled down on the sofa and prepared for a scare. It didn’t matter if Penny had seen the movies once or a million times, she still enjoyed watching them. She loved anything that caused her to be terrified. Her friends weren’t into it as much as she was, but they still enjoyed going into haunted houses and watching horror movies.

The movies were a perfect distraction for Penny. The night seemed to go by too fast and soon Susie was leaving. And Penny was alone. That was perfectly okay with her. She was used to being by herself. Her parents were nonexistent in her life and she had learned not to depend on them.

Now she had the house to herself, her mind wandered elsewhere. Another holiday was nearly over. The year was coming to the end. And she couldn’t have been more relieved that 2009 was almost over. It had been a rough year with Lucas breaking up with her and then all the drama with Simon and Ashley.

Why did she keep thinking back to that day when her ex-boyfriend Simon Green tried to kill not only her, but Lucas, Ashley and Simon’s friend Roxanne Spencer? The same incident that caused her to have a miscarriage? The rumors and gossip had finally died down. Simon had been forced to get the help he needed for his issues and she had a restraining order against him.

Perhaps it was because she was still trying to recover from the ordeal. Before Simon even stormed into Roxanne Spencer’s apartment, he had assaulted his therapist Dr. Pruitt, who also happened to be Ashley’s aunt. He had gotten upset because he believed she had broken the doctor-patient confidentiality and told her niece about his condition.

It never occurred to him that Ashley figured it out on her own and tried to warn Penny to be careful about dating him. It probably wouldn’t have mattered. He wanted to go after Dr. Pruitt and Ashley. He wanted to punish someone. As much as Penny wanted to be relieved that he wasn’t punishing her, she felt guilty for not saying anything and putting both Dr. Pruitt and Ashley in danger.

Penny wanted to get her mind off of Simon. She should enjoy this evening. It was Halloween night and she had the house to herself. Well, there was Leo, who was still laying right beside her. She could always depend on him to keep her company and make her feel safe. It amazed her how dogs could sense what their owners were feeling.

Penny gently rubbed Leo’s head as her thoughts drifted off to the upcoming basketball season. She was looking forward to getting back into the game. Even though she had been practicing all summer, she hadn’t been able to focus since the beginning of the school year. The coach had noticed, but she had assured him she would get it together.

Leo barked at the front door as it pushed open. Penny turned to see her parents coming into the foyer. Mr. Sanders helped his wife take off her coat as Mrs. Sanders spoke. “Penny, you didn’t have to stay up for us. I hope you and Susie had a nice time over at Jason’s house. Were you able to get some pictures of the kids in their costumes?” She didn’t even wait for an answer. “I’m sure they were just adorable.”

“Yes, they were,” Penny admitted.

Penny didn’t know how she was related to her parents. She may have inherited her height and athletic skills from her father Charles, but that was the only features they shared. His brown hair was beginning to turn grey and he had blue eyes. Sharon Sanders still had her black hair and she had brown eyes like her daughter. However, her mind was always about appearances and making great first impressions.

“I know you just saw them, but it would be nice if you could join us for church tomorrow.” It wasn’t a surprise her parents were going to church with Jason’s family. They went every Sunday. They always extended their invitation to Penny, but she always declined. “I think it would be good for you to attend church. You might even enjoy it.”

“We didn’t think we would until we met Mary and she introduced us to her world,” Charles added. “If you’re worried about making friends, plenty of teenagers are coming with their families.”

Penny stopped her parents’ right there. “No offense, but I’m fine. I don’t need faith or church to help me. As long as I have my art and basketball, I don’t need anything else.” She didn’t let her parents respond as she walked upstairs and into her bedroom. Her parents would never understand her. Why did she even bother trying?

It felt like nobody really understood her. Or even supported her in her dreams except her friends. As much as she had a passion for art, her parents didn’t believe her talent would get her anywhere. However, her friends wanted her to pursue her dreams of becoming an artist. Penny looked at her bulletin board that was hanging on the wall. It was covered with her different drawings. Her favorites were Edward, Bella, Jacob and others from the Twilight series; Van Helsing and his love interest Anna from the movie Van Helsing; the Sanderson sisters from the movie Hocus Pocus.

Penny knew the best way to vent her anger was by drawing. She pulled out her sketchbook and drawing pencil. Almost instantly, lines began appearing on the page. Coming up with her inspiration never took very long. Most of the time, it was the same characters especially Twilight characters. She couldn’t express her love for the book series enough. When she heard the books were going to be made into movies, she was ecstatic. She, Susie and Erika were at the movie theater for the midnight premiere for the first movie. After watching it, she fell in love with the series even more.

Her concentration was broken when she heard Leo scratching at the door. Once she let him in, she glanced at the time and realized how late it was getting. She put her art supplies away and got ready for bed. After brushing her teeth, she headed back to her bedroom. She heard her parents talking downstairs and her name was mentioned.

“I don’t know what we’re going to do about Penny,” Sharon said, letting out a heavy sigh. “I know she’s a teenager, but I don’t like the way she keeps to herself. Closed bedroom doors are never good.”

“No, they certainly aren’t,” Charles agreed. “But it’s not like she doesn’t have friends. Or an extracurricular activity. She loves playing basketball.”

“Maybe it would be better if she had a place to start over,” Sharon suggested. “It worked for Ashley Meyer. Why not for Penny? Why not move into the city? We wouldn’t have to commute as far and we’d be closer to Jason and our grandchildren.”

Could Penny’s ears be deceiving her? Her parents couldn’t possibly be thinking about moving them to the city now. It had been her parents’ desire to move into Sapphire City ever since Jason and Mary had announced their first pregnancy. To Penny’s surprise, her parents had been delighted at the thought of becoming grandparents. Her parents had never seemed interested in being parents. Why in the world would they want to be grandparents? It didn’t make any sense.

However, Penny wasn’t focused on the past now. “I’m not moving,” she announced as she made an appearance. Her parents looked at her startled, not realizing their daughter had overheard them talking. She stormed down the stairs. Her eyes were full of anger. “You promised me we wouldn’t move until I graduated from high school!” she protested.

Charles tried to calm her down. “Honey, we know how attached you are to this town, but you can learn to love the city just as much as you love here.”

Penny was standing her ground. “I don’t need to start over. And I don’t like it when you try to compare me to Ashley Meyer. We’re totally different. Her family moved here for a lot of different reasons, not just because their daughter had one bad breakup.”

Her mother wasn’t backing down either. She crossed her arms. “You know we have been talking about moving to the city for quite a while,” she reminded her. “As much as the town has been the perfect place to raise you, we feel there would be more opportunities for all of us in the city.”

“What’s wrong with this town? Is it not big enough? Don’t you like our neighbors?” Penny was trying to understand why her parents were dead set on leaving her beloved town. “Because I like our neighbors. I love this neighborhood. We’re a few blocks away from the park. We have a shopping center and a movie theater. There’s nothing there that we don’t have here.”

“I think it’s a perfect time to bring up the discussion of getting a job again.” Penny looked at her. A job? Where did that come from? Her mother didn’t allow her to protest. “We appreciate you sacrificing your Saturdays to volunteer at the animal shelter, but it’s time for you to start earning money of your own. You’re sixteen, almost seventeen. You need to start pulling your own weight around here.”

“I’m not just volunteering at the animal shelter. I have my schoolwork and basketball,” Penny reminded them. “I have my artwork. I have a life here. I don’t want to move. If you’re wanting me to start earning my own money, I’ll do it. I’ll find a job here.”

“I don’t want to discourage you, but anything you get will be just temporary,” her father said. “Even if you didn’t get a job until after the holidays, there is so much competition because there are just a few businesses where a teenager could find a job here.”

“The diner isn’t the only place where a teenager can get a job,” Penny protested. She didn’t know why her parents were being so stubborn about this. Her voice was getting angrier by the moment. “There’s the bakery. The art store. The grocery store. Tutoring after school. There are plenty of things I could do to earn money. It’s not like I have been sitting around and watching television all day. I know my options.”

“Then why haven’t you moved on them?” Sharon asked. “What’s stopping you?”

Penny took a deep breath before she spoke. “I’ve decided to try and sell my drawings instead.”

“Your artwork? I thought that was just a hobby,” Sharon said.

“I think it’s great that you are bringing out your creative side, but it won’t be able to help you with gaining your independence,” Charles said. “You need to start thinking about saving up for college or maybe even a car. I know working in fast food or something like that isn’t glamorous, but you would get a paycheck every two weeks.”

Penny wanted to respond, but she was tired of trying to make her parents understand why it was important for her not to move. She never felt so betrayed in her life. She groaned in frustration. “You can do whatever you want, but I’m not moving,” she insisted before she stormed back upstairs to her bedroom and slammed the door.

She couldn’t believe them. How could they do this to her? This was all Simon’s fault. If he hadn’t been so possessive of her, he wouldn’t have gone after Lucas. She was still heartbroken Lucas had broken up with her. And she only went out with Simon to make Lucas jealous. It was a disappointment to see that her plan failed. Lucas was no longer interested in her. All she felt like she could do was stay with Simon. Yet, that was a big mistake. Now she was suffering the consequences.
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