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Prologue

[image: ]




The nineties were a time of enlightenment. Television ads told of safe sex to prevent aids, not smoking to prevent lung cancer, going to church to avoid going to hell and staying in school. The drug taking, smoking, needle sharing, parents who hated church, and the people who went to them were the same ones raising April. She was only a few weeks from her eighteenth birthday and had already decided to never be like her parents. April had no desire to go to church; her only experience with Christians was that they were all judgemental super freaks who bounced about saying “Praise Jesus”; however, she also knew she didn’t want to pray to the gods of her mother, the heroin god.  

April’s mother, Maddy, was a disgrace in the eyes of society. Maddy couldn’t live a moment without worshipping at the feet of the heroin god, and April’s father, Shane, was Maddy’s dealer or savior, depending on who was asked. To April, she was just a mum who was sometimes present and other times lost in her pain.  

Shane didn’t do the drugs like Maddy; he just kept her well-supplied.  Maddy and anyone with the cash to buy from Shane’s constant supply of marijuana, heroin, speed, pills, and occasional coke.  

The house was a bigger disgrace than her family's life, which could sometimes be hard to believe.  The stink struck unsuspecting nostrils from the front door, and the trails through the rubbish that littered every room didn’t help. Scattered around the ground were empty containers holding moldy sludge that once was milk or food. Needles carpeted the floor; every surface was sticky with spilled bong water, alcohol, and dried vomit.  In one corner of the living room was a growing pile of discarded cigarette butts.  The walls were stained with a thick yellow tar, and the curtains, although faded and tattered, remained closed.  The toilet was the worst room in the house; it was stained brown and stunk of vomit and shit. 

April’s only haven in the house had been her room, which was kept meticulously.  The only furniture she had was a single mattress on the floor with a soft pink floral quilt cover and a flattened pillow that she had been given by someone as a baby. All other furniture had been sold to continue to feed her mother’s habit. April removed the curtains, and the windows were kept open; she needed to feel the outside air even during the wet and cold winter. 

Being locked in stifled April, and she felt like she would suffocate. The only escape from April's life was the books in a neat pile beside her bed. All were borrowed from the library as there was never money to buy books. She loved to read everything from war stories to romance. April could never read stories about others living in a drug-fuelled world like her. It was too close to reality. 

April’s room was her sanctuary. Shane had always been somewhat protective. He attempted to never let his customers near April. It didn’t always stay that way, but it was a sanctuary at one time. She had heard of other kids living in a world of drugs that weren’t kept safe. April, however, could thank the universe every day that she didn’t have to live that life.  

Maddy had a friend called Michael. April had sometimes wondered whether there was more going on than just friends. Still, whenever she tried to bring up the subject with her mother, Maddy would scream about minding one’s business. 

Michael was the only man that was even more protective of April than her father. Even when Michael was drugged, he never let any man near her. Any man that looked sideways at April always found Michael’s beefy hand on their chest and his steely eyes glaring at them with a shake of his head that would cause them to back away. April wanted to like Michael. He was strong, his drug of choice being steroids mixed with marijuana and the occasional speed or pill.  

One stormy weekend a customer managed to slip past Michael. He had been arguing with Shelly, his skinny, scabbed, rattled girlfriend.  

There was a light knock on April’s door. Before she could call out, the door handle turned, and a man she only knew as Duggar poked his head around the corner.  He was a weedy, stinking, creepy man with rat-like features. His hair was matted into one big dreadlock, and the stench from his every pore made April’s throat constrict whenever he was near.  

April pulled her legs close and hugged her arms around her knees as he quietly edged into her room. Duggar only turned away as he silently pushed the door shut behind him. His eyes darted around the room and narrowed as he looked at April with a conviction that made her skin instantly prickle with fear.

“Don’t shut that,” April said meekly, her voice failing with the fear beginning to take over her whole being. Duggar made a purposeful effort to shut the door with a quiet knick. April’s heart pounded deep in her chest, and her lungs constricted with anxiety.

He smiled a rotten smile that made April shiver with fear. His beady blue eyes were red around the rims.  He ignored April’s pleas and approached where she sat hunched on her mattress. April edged into the corner against her wall, wishing it would open and swallow her away from the approaching horror she knew was coming.  In April’s panic, she wondered how much it would hurt to leap through the open window. It was a long drop, but not that high that she would likely break anything. 

As if Duggar could read April’s mind, he was on top of her within the blink of an eye. Duggar held her arms tight above her head and pushed her legs apart with his knees. April’s eyes opened wide with the fear running through her body like ice. 

April darted her eyes around the room, begging silently for someone to come in and save her. She struggled against Duggar’s hold; however, he was stronger than he appeared, and she couldn’t shift him. Duggar shook his head, grunting slightly as he tightened his black-crusted fingers around her wrists. Duggar smiled a broad rotten smile in response. 

“Be a good girl, and you might actually like it,” he spat into April’s ear, his breath stinking across her face; she couldn’t get rid of the taste of bile that filled her mouth.

In one clawed hand, he clasped April’s wrists above her head and spread his knees apart so that her legs opened wide. April’s jeans constricted, pinching at the tiny bits of fat on her inner thighs, which caused her to wince in pain. 

Duggar seemed to take a sick pleasure in the pain and fear that filled April’s soul. With Duggar’s other hand, he reached under April’s top and crudely grabbed her breast. He squeezed on her small nipple tight, forcing it to perk painfully. She cried out in pain, which made Duggar’s smile grow. 

April tried to fight back the tears that threatened to overflow. She didn’t want to show him just how scared she was. April bit her inner cheek and let the pain take her away from what would happen.  As she drifted off into the realms of her books and blocked out the crude grasps of the stinking man on top of her, she could feel Duggar start to pull at the button of her jeans with his free hand. Suddenly her bedroom door slammed open and ricocheted almost off its hinges.

Duggar stopped, frozen as they both looked to see Michael, his face red, the veins on his neck pulsed, and his eyes were wild. 

“Get. Off. Her. Now,” Michael bellowed, causing the windows to shake.

Duggar scrambled off April and slammed himself against the cupboard as if trying to meld his way into the wood and disappear. Michael’s big meaty fist wrapped itself around Duggar’s throat and lifted him off the ground. 

April pulled herself into a tight ball against the wall. Suddenly, her sanctuary had been breached.  Michael spun on his heel and carried Duggar out of the room, his throat in Michael’s hand. Duggar was spitting, trying to speak as his eyes bulged with fear and lack of oxygen. April didn’t leave her room for the rest of the night but stayed curled in a little ball, afraid to move; her eyes never left the door.

The next day as the sun shone brightly through the window and the wind whipped around April’s dark curls, Michael came into the room cautiously. April noticed that he pointedly left the door open and kept his distance from the broken girl, although with a woman's body curled in a ball against her wall like a child. April’s eyes wildly roamed the room in fear.

“I’m sorry that happened, April,” he said, dropping his head and looking at the floor. “He won’t come near you again.”

April looked up at Michael; the tears she had been fighting could no longer be held back as she stood and ran towards him and buried her face into his muscular chest. He hesitantly put his arms around her shoulders and kissed April’s head. 

They stood that way for what seemed like an eternity, April sobbing into her savior’s chest, who was no better than her own mother but had saved her from someone so evil that April didn’t know she could live through the pain he would have brought. 

Neither Michael nor April spoke about the incident, and she never saw Duggar at the house again. April feared the summer school holidays and the six weeks of being a prisoner in her home. Six weeks of constant reminding that her sanctuary had been breached.
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Chapter One
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Summer arrived savagely.  The roads and street signs seemed to melt as April walked home on her last school day.  Her school dress was signed by friends, her hair dripped with shaving cream and confetti, and boobs were drawn on her back by Wayde Knox, the hottest and toughest boy in school. She had a crush on him for as long as she could remember. 

Knox was a year older than April but seemed different from the other boys. His reputation went before him. His dad was the chapter house president of Kings of Darkness, the motorbike club known for its drug and gun running. April didn’t want to be a part of that world, but she wouldn’t have said no to Wayde Knox. 

April didn’t have a lot of friends, and she knew what it was like to be bullied. That’s why Knox was so different. He didn’t screw his nose up at her when he saw that her hair was dirty or smelt her dress. He constantly flashed her that gorgeous smile as he passed her in the corridor at school.  April spent many nights dreaming of Knox’s long dark hair and eyes so dark they were almost black. Sometimes she would see him, and his eyes would be hard as steel. Other times, however, he would meet her eyes, and they would melt. 

On the last day of school, however, the walk home seemed to take longer than the usual half hour, but as April rounded the corner, she could see the flashing blue and red lights. As April approached, a parade of police walked up and down April’s driveway like ants on a mission. All thoughts that it was Mrs. Simons next door, which might have had another fall, were dashed as she realized that the police were at her house, not the frail old neighbors.

Something else had caught her eye. April noticed Michael and Shelly sitting in their Volkswagen beetle just down the road from her family home.  Michael’s face was pale as he watched the show unfolding in her driveway. April’s heart was in her throat as the sweat trickling down her back turned ice cold. 

Before she knew it, her feet were moving faster as she ran towards the driveway and into the arms of the waiting policewoman. April could hear the policewoman saying that April couldn’t enter the house. Still, she couldn’t comprehend what the policewoman was saying.  April broke free of her arms and scaled the front steps in a single leap.  

As soon as she entered the front door, the smell of vomit raped her nostrils as it filled her brain with its stench.  She could see a crowd of policemen standing in a circle, and April could see a hand through their legs. April recognized the hand the minute she saw it. Her mother’s hand. The scream that had been building finally reached its climax and escaped her lips in a guttural roar that echoed through the home's walls. The policemen, who hadn’t heard April come in, were startled and spun to look at her, mouths ajar. 

Their movement opened the view of her mother, sprawled on the wooden lounge room floor, her neck contorted in an unnatural position. There was vomit pooling under her head, combined with her long black hair.  Her eyes were wide open, and her lips were pulled into a twisted smile. Maddy’s yellowing teeth seemed more prominent than usual in her whitening gums. White Froth spewed from the sides of her mouth, and the dark circles that seemed ever-present under Maddy’s eyes were the darkest April had ever seen. A needle was still stuck in the crook of her mother’s elbow, and blood dribbled from the injection site.  April’s knees collapsed underneath her, and she hit the ground with a loud thud but felt nothing. Her only consuming thought was Maddy lying on the floor before her.

April hated Maddy for what she did and her addictions, but at that moment, April felt lost and broken. The woman that birthed her that had attempted to love her in some strange and warped way was lying motionless, pale, and dead on the floor. 

There wouldn’t be a beautiful eulogy in the paper. April’s mother had become nothing more than another dead junkie that wouldn’t have a lovely funeral or be remembered by her ancestors. She was nothing more than a dirty junkie that would take up police time, and society would have to bear the burden. 

April had heard all the sneers before from her schoolmate’s parents. Her whole life was nothing more than a walking reputation that her mother carried. One of the policemen reached out his hand, rested it under April’s arm, and pulled her up. April couldn’t take her eyes off Maddy. 

April could hear him speaking, but like the police lady out the front, she couldn’t understand what he was saying. The ringing in her ears was too loud as if her brain was screaming in pain and trying to escape her body. Tears were streaming down her face like a torrential waterfall as her heart shattered.

“April, April,” the voice pierced through her thoughts.

April turned in a daze to follow the voice and saw her father, once a big man, now shriveled and broken, in handcuffs. April took in his disheveled look, his greying hair messed up, his beard stubble sticking from his face like pine needles, his black singlet covered in vomit, she assumed from Maddy. His muscles which used to be big and firm, now sagged, and his skin was loose and wrinkled. April had walked straight past him when she first came into the room. In her grief and fear, she hadn’t even seen him.

“What happened?” April sobbed.

Shane shook his head. His eyes were red, and April saw that he had been crying. “It was a bad batch, April; I didn’t know.” 

April turned to look back at Maddy, color had drained from her lips, and they were beginning to turn a purplish-blue. The needles seemed scattered over the house, like a shag rug, the ones that had become such a normal part of family life in her home. April’s anguish started to give way to disgust. She hated Maddy’s demons, her demons in the shape of heroin, a teaspoon, and endless needles. 

April hated the marks the needles left on her mother’s arms and the spaced-out way the demons caused her to act. April hated that she would have to put Maddy to bed; she hated the heroin more than anything else. At least when Maddy was doing speed, she seemed happy, she would sing or dance around the house, but the heroin, made her angry, sad, and broken; it made her remember every bad thing that had ever happened to her.  

When Maddy was on heroin, she would tell April all the stories of living in a home for girls because her father was in jail and her mother was a prostitute with her own addictions. She would tell April the stories of the men in the home raping her in the night, the women who would beat her, or the girls that would burn her with their cigarettes or pinch her so she would squeal and get into more trouble. Maddy could never cry because the heroin deadened her emotions. 

Still, April could always see the heartache and pain behind Maddy’s eyes. April knew this was why she took the drugs; it was to forget. It was to take away the pain, but the heroin just seemed to cause the pain to be more present and natural for her.  So, April hated it.

The room suddenly became stifling, like the devil was playing a sweet, sad song of evil. Her home had become hell at that moment, and April lived there.  April felt the urge to vomit surging from her stomach into her throat. She ran out of the arms of the policeman as she brushed her father to the side and reached the front porch just as an explosion of jam sandwiches and fruit splashed down all over the once garden bed. 

The garden bed that, on good days, Maddy would weed and, on bad days, would neglect the spoon and needle. The police lady who had tried to hold April back stood beside her and pulled her hair off her face while April’s vomit turned into gut-wrenching sobbing.  April heard the car pull up. The sandman panel van was an unmistakable car.  April saw her sister Tilly swing open the sky-blue door and run towards April.  As Tilly reached the steps, the policeman led their father out the front door.

“You did this, you mother fucking piece of shit, you did this to her,” Tilly screamed, her face red and veins pulsing on her neck. 

The police lady let go of April’s hair and thrust herself between Tilly and their father as she punched their dad’s arms and chest. Tilly pulled free with a scream. She looked down at April, and her face didn’t soften.

“Well, I suppose you’re satisfied; you always hated her,” Tilly spat.

Tilly pushed past their dad to go inside, where her screams became more frantic and upset. April could hear the policemen begin talking loudly to Tilly, trying to calm her down, as her screams echoed through the neighborhood.  

April felt the policeman take Shane past her and down the stairs to the waiting car.  As he ducked his head into the back seat, April caught his eyes looking up at her and the tears that flowed down his face.  April’s insides twisted in pain she didn’t understand and had never felt. April saw Dylan, Tilly’s nineteen-year-old boyfriend, saunter up the steps. His black T-shirt was tight across his chest, his jeans were a dark blue with a tear at the knee, and his blonde hair whispered across his face. With a hiccupping sob, April fell into his arms, pressing her face into his chest.  Dylan smoothed her hair, held her tight, and kissed her head.

“It’s going to be alright, April; I will look after you, I promise, it’s going to be alright,” he cooed into April’s ear.  
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Chapter Two

[image: ]




As April stood in his embrace, she heard Tilly’s scream stop and the front door swing open. In Dylan’s arms, April felt safe; he had always been a safe place for her. Dylan and his mum Sharon treated April like she was an extension of their family. April always thought that Dylan was too good for her sister. But she never pointed it out. However, at that moment, April believed that everything would be alright.

“Well, isn’t that fucking cozy,” Tilly snarled.

April felt Tilly twist her hand through her hair and pull her away from Dylan. April reached up and held onto Tilly’s hand as she tried to release Tilly’s deathly grip on April’s hair.  She pulled April’s head back so she was forced to sit on the step.

“Tilly, please. Don’t do that.  She’s hurting too,” Dylan said; his soft eyes watched April until she was planted firmly on the step.

Tilly snorted before giving April’s hair one last final tug. Pain prickled at her skin when Tilly released her hand from April’s hair.

“She didn’t even like mum; I loved mum, but she hated her,” Tilly pouted as she snaked her arms around Dylan’s waist.

Tilly turned back to April and shot her a stare filled with hatred.  The police lady that had been watching everything going on put her hand on April’s shoulder and gave it a little squeeze.

“Have you got somewhere to go?” she asked tenderly.

April hadn’t even thought about where she would live now that Maddy was dead and Shane was arrested.  April felt tears prickle in her eyes as she shrugged her shoulders in response.

“She’ll come home with us,” Dylan said with harsh conviction.

Tilly’s head snapped up as she glared at Dylan.  He nodded to confirm what she was asking in her eyes. April knew that Tilly wouldn’t want her to live with them.  Tilly hated April. She always had since they were kids.  She accused her of being Maddy’s favorite. April didn’t think that was the case at all. But Tilly was sure of it, so she hated April for it.

“Are you sure that is alright?” the police lady asked again.

“Yes, I’m sure, April; go pack some clothes; we can return later to get all your stuff,” Dylan said.
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Chapter Three
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April stood from the step and went with the police lady back to her room to pack some clothes into a bag. The cop stood in the doorway, leaning up against the jam.

“She is your sister, isn’t she?” the police lady asked, nodding towards the front door. April nodded and sighed. “April, are you sure you’ll be alright with them?” 

Tears had started to weave like a sad tapestry down April’s face.  “I have to be; I have nowhere else to go,” April said as she closed the zipper on her bag.

April turned to look at the cop, whose face was worried and concerned.  She fumbled in her pocket before pulling out a little white card and placing it in April’s hand. “If you need me; for anything.”  April looked down and saw her name, Sergeant Renee Miller, printed in blue letters and her phone number underneath. “That’s my office number, but they can contact me if I’m not there; just tell them your name, and they will let me know immediately,”

April nodded and used her other hand to wipe away the fresh tears rolling down her face. “Why are you being so nice to me?” 

“It’s my job. April, there is something about you, something soft and special; you need gentle care.  I can’t give you all of that, but I can at least ensure that you are in a place where you can get the care you need.”

Her eyes told April that she wasn’t lying, and April sighed out a small smile as Sergeant Renee led her out of the room and to the front step where Dylan and Tilly were waiting.

“I don’t want her in my fucking house,” April could hear Tilly growl as she approached the door.

“Like it or not, Tilly, she’s your sister, and where else will she go?” Dylan barked.

“Let her go to fucking Michael’s.” 

“I will never,” Dylan’s voice got low and deep as he growled. “You hear me? Never let that girl go anywhere with that man”.

April looked over at Sergeant Renee, who was standing beside her and had heard the same conversation.  Sergeant Renee’s face was creased with worry. April tried to give her a reassuring smile, but she couldn’t seem to bring her face to do it.  April sighed again and went out to the front step.  Dylan looked up and smiled warmly.

“You ready, April?” he asked.

April nodded as she searched Tilly’s face to try and read what she was thinking, but all April could see was hate. Tilly headed down the steps toward the car.  

As April went to follow, the police lady took her hand.  April turned. Sergeant Renee’s face was still worried. “Remember, anything you need,” she said.  Her eyes pleaded with April to call her. 

The days that lead up to Maddy’s funeral seemed to go by in a blur; the only family April had was Shane, Michael, and Shelly. Shane was sitting in a cell somewhere, or at least that’s what April assumed. 

It was just a pauper’s funeral, nothing special. It was a wooden box and a man standing in a hall who told everyone what a great mother Maddy was.  Michael and Shelly sat behind Tilly, Dylan, and April.  April could feel Michael’s hand on her shoulder, squeezing it occasionally.  

It was comforting to know that someone cared.  Tilly spent the whole time glaring at April as if she wasn’t welcome.  But there, the preacher continued to tell the small group of grievers what a wonderful mother Maddy had been. April wanted to laugh at the thought of Maddy being a great mother. Her mother was anything but good.  If she wasn’t drunk, she was high; if she wasn’t stoned, she was on a rampage of anger, shaking, and vomiting. 

Even though April was bullied at school for her dirty clothes, it was better than being at home.  The welfare coordinator Mrs. Van Hussen once gave April a new uniform, shoes, and a new bag.  Maddy was coming out of a drugged slurry when April arrived home with her new accessories. April was then subjected to a two-hour lecture, as she called April’s teacher a slut, whore, and cunt. Anything derogatory that Maddy could think of. 

The next day as Maddy staggered like an old drunk, her hair unwashed and matted, her eyes sunken in and slurring her words, she ordered April to take her to the office.  Her mother’s nails were bitten down to bloody quicks, and she still had vomit on her shirt from being sick at night.  

Maddy stood there with April in her dirty uniform and broken shoes while she demanded in a screeching banshee cry to see Mrs. Van Hussen.  When Mrs. Van Hussen came out, April’s mum screamed as loud as her shrieking voice would go that no kid would accept charity from some stuck-up bitch teacher. She thrust the new uniform and shoes back through the little window of the office and stormed out. 

It was one of the most embarrassing days of April’s life. Although, by far, not the most uncomfortable. April’s life seemed to lurch from one awkward moment to another. The only one that ever seemed to not snigger and laugh was Knox. Although he never stopped anyone else from laughing at her, those dark eyes would watch with concern etched into them.

April sat at her mother’s funeral, her emotions mixing relief, shame, guilt, sadness, and anger. April didn’t know what the appropriate feeling was to have.  Tilly hadn’t stopped crying the whole time, she locked herself in her and Dylan’s room, and there she stayed, crying tears upon tears.  

April couldn’t seem to shed them. She tried. She thought she should. But none would come. April tried everything to get them started, poking herself in the eye, plucking her eyebrows, cutting onions, but they never lasted. April wanted the relief Tilly seemed to get from her incessant crying and screaming, but it never came. Instead, she had spent her days with a gnawing feeling that churned in her gut, twisting her insides and spitting them out.  

Dylan was the rock between Tilly and April every day.  Tilly seemed to hate April more than ever before. She forgot that their father had delivered that final blow. April didn’t even know where he was.  Dylan, however, was there. He let Tilly take her emotions out on him, she would scream at him, and he just continued to comfort her.  

April didn’t need to scream, and she didn’t need to cry; it was enough to comfort for her to be beside him, with his arm around her. That’s all it took to make April feel better.  She felt guilty; she felt like maybe she didn’t love Maddy enough, or perhaps she wasn’t a good daughter because she didn’t scream like Tilly. April couldn’t help but think that maybe Tilly was right. 

April couldn’t help but think that perhaps she was Maddy’s favorite, yet April didn’t feel like she deserved any favoritism. She hadn’t done anything to earn it. April had hated her mother; Tilly was right. She hated being embarrassed every day and unable to bring friends over. 

After the incident with Duggar, she hated feeling unsafe. April knew she didn’t deserve the favoritism that Tilly could see. April hadn’t asked for this life; she didn’t even want this life; she would have preferred a life like Maggie Roland’s. 

She came from a wealthy family and was beautiful with black curls and a gorgeous body. Maggie was always so happy; she was in the same crowd as Knox. April constantly wished she had been born one of Maggie’s sisters, Tracey, Eloise, and Fiona; all beautiful, all cared for, and no mother that would die with a needle in her arm.

After the funeral, Michael and Shelly came to visit with them regularly.  It was more of them going into Tilly’s room and getting high.  Dylan hated drugs; he hated that Tilly suddenly liked them.  So, he and April would sit in the lounge and listen to the giggling from behind the bedroom's closed door.  

April hated when they came.  Although she had appreciated Michael for the care he took of her, she didn’t like them coming over because Tilly would get stoned. It was never a good thing.  She became like a raging bull, and April was the red flag.  So as soon as she saw Michael and Shelly emerge from the room, April took that as her cue to lock herself in her bedroom and not come out until morning.  

Otherwise, the taunts, insults, and snide remarks hurt more than watching her mother be buried. 
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Chapter Four
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Tilly wasn’t always nasty to April. Sometimes she was as sweet as pie.  Those times never lasted for very long, though. It was just after the New Year. Dylan, Tilly, and April had gone to the river for a swim. 

Tilly and April lay in the grass as the breeze swept across their bare stomachs, their fingers tangled each other’s hands as they watched the clouds pass.  The sound of the water trickled over the rocks, and the kookaburra’s laughed in the trees. April was on edge as she waited for the honest Tilly to return. Still, at that time, she wanted to enjoy Tilly while being friendly.

“Life feels better now,” Tilly gushed with glee. 

April smiled. It was true; at that very moment, life felt well. It didn’t just feel better; it was better. However, life can change. Life can suddenly change from simple to complex, just in the space of a lazy, hot summer. It’s always the middle of February that everyone is fed up with summer; everyone is sick of the sweat, the stickiness, the blow flies, and the mosquitoes. Everyone seemed to be getting cranky with each other, and of course, where everyone was just grumpy, Tilly was on a war path.  

It didn’t matter what anyone did; it wasn’t good enough. April hadn’t washed the dishes well enough; the floor wasn’t vacuumed right, the shower wasn’t running directly, and nothing was right. 

Dylan and April were so grateful when she said she would go away with her best friend, Chantelle, for the weekend.  As Dylan and April stood in the doorway, they waved goodbye. They watched as Chantelle’s red commodore ambled out of the driveway and sped up the road as they sighed with relief. 

“So, what do you want to do today?” Dylan asked.

“Swim,” April practically shouted.

It was an atrocious day; it had hit the 40s for the sixth day in a row, and April thought her skin would start falling off if she didn’t get some relief soon.  Dylan grinned, spun on his heel, and raced to the linen closet pulling out towels, sun cream, and hats like a madman. April giggled with excitement, partly at the thrill of spending time with Dylan without Tilly and the relief cool water on her skin would bring.  

As they jumped into the car, the vinyl seats of the old sandman burnt their thighs, and Dylan’s hands were scorched on the steering wheel.  The car kicked to life, and soon they were cruising towards the river with the windows down and the thoughts of the cool water on their skin.  

April was lost in daydreams of Knox and his rippling chest covered in water; she squeezed her thighs shut at the pulsing that seemed to build there whenever she thought of Knox. It wasn’t long before the road changed from traffic and buildings to gum trees shading the road and glimpses of the river off to the side.  

They had their particular spot, one where not many people went, where they knew they would have a stretch of the river.  They passed through the main street and past the shops; Dylan found where he needed to turn and shot down a dirt track, just wide enough for the car to bounce down as they crested the little hill; heaven awaited. April could feel her heart racing, anticipating the water and the relief it would bring. 

Dylan hadn’t even had time to stop the car before she flung the door open and ran down to the water’s edge, dropping her towel and hat onto the riverbank and edging her way into the chilled water.

April sighed as slowly her whole body began to cool down to its core. As the cool water hit her skin, it prickled with goose pimples as the cold relief filled every facet of her body. She looked up at Dylan, who stood on the river's edge, grinning like a Cheshire cat.

“Feel better, princess?” he laughed.

“Much,” April said with a splash. 

Dylan retaliated by running towards her into the water, dunking her head, and laughing hysterically. His arms weren’t overly muscular, but he was strong as he grabbed April’s waist, held her above the water, and threw her into the river's depths.  

The pair stayed in the water, floating and swimming up and down for a couple of hours; when they finally emerged, their skin was shriveled like prunes. They lay silently on the bank's edge in the long grass, warming their bodies for a bit longer. The breeze played across their bare torso and tickled the water beads on their skin.  

April was lost in the fantasy that Dylan was Knox, and he would pull her into his chest, kissing every part of her body. April squeezed her legs shut again, biting her lip against the moan that wanted to escape. Dylan reached out and tangled his fingers in hers. April returned to reality and felt her face flush with embarrassment at being caught mid-fantasy.

“Are you all right?” he asked with a crooked smile, which April couldn’t tell if it was a knowing smile.

April quickly nodded her head and looked away. Dylan held her hand and rubbed his thumb along the edge of her palm. April closed her eyes as she felt throbbing begin between her legs. 

At that moment on the riverbank with her eyes closed and Dylan’s hands in hers, she realized that while most girls in her class had kissed boys and even done so much more, she sat there with no one wanting to touch her, except Dylan and perhaps Knox. She didn’t know what it was like to have affection. She’d never been intimate with a boy, with anyone. 

That night they stopped at Harry’s chip shop and ate hamburgers and potato cakes out of the back of the panel van at the park. Dylan and April watched as sweating and flustered mums snapped at their kids, who played lazily on the playground in the waning sun. Her mind was still on Knox, that body, that face. His body was what mostly consumed her. 

He was the school's star football player and often trained with no shirt. His skin was olive in color. His chest was built with a smattering of hair that covered the muscles that would ripple as he moved. She could never sit on the bench to watch; April always had to hide. 

Maggie had seen April looking at her boyfriend once. Knox and Maggie weren’t a couple, well, not according to Knox, but Maggie wanted him. Maggie, although rich and lucky, was also a bitch and mean. If she caught April looking at Knox, all hell would break out. April was slammed against the steel bleachers and went home sporting a black eye. 

April looked over at Dylan, stretched out in the back of the van, his shirt tossed aside. He was a stark comparison to Knox; Dylan was tall and lanky. He didn’t have defined muscles. He was slightly tanned and good-looking. He had wavy blonde hair that hung about his face with green eyes that seemed able to read a person’s soul. April could see what Tilly liked about him. April shook her head and silently scolded herself for thinking of Dylan as anything more than Tilly’s boyfriend.

“I don’t want to go home yet; it’s still hot,” April whined as Dylan screwed up the salty chip paper to put in the bin.

“What do you want to do?” he called over his shoulder while he walked to the bin.

“Go up the mountain and watch the stars.”

“You know you never see any stars there because of all the lights.” Dylan laughed as he shut the back doors of the panel van. Dylan called over the roof as April got into the passenger seat.

“It’ll be cooler there,” April argued as Dylan returned to the car and fired up the engine.

“Your right. Let’s go,” Dylan replied.

Laughter fell from April’s lips, and she turned up the stereo as they sped off up the mountain to the coolness of heights and the dazzling city below them. The kids followed with cheers, while the mothers looked on with distaste as Dylan spun the tires and covered them in white, stinking smoke. 

As Dylan and April rounded the observatory car park, they saw Michael and Shelly sitting in their convertible red Volkswagen beetle with the top down. April knew they were passing the bong by the flickering of the lighter.  Dylan pulled just short of the passenger window, honking his horn; as Shelly jumped and spun around, Dylan hung his hand out the window and waved. Shelly got out of the car, slapping the bonnet of the panel van with a laugh. 

“What are you two up to then?” she asked as she leaned in the window. 

Shelly leaned so far that they could see straight between her bare breasts. Her eyes were red and bloodshot, and her breath smelled of dope smoke.

“Tilly’s gone away for the weekend.  We are just trying to stay cool,” Dylan answered as April wound down the window for Michael to stick his head through.

“You are babysitting, mate?” Michael laughed as he ruffled April’s hair. 

She frowned at him and looked at Dylan, who winked at her. “I might ask Shelly the same question, mate,” Dylan laughed; the look on Michael’s face caused April to snort with laughter. 

Michael shrugged; he strutted to the front of the van, where he rolled himself a smoke and lit up, watching the lights. They were all silent for what seemed forever, Michael and Shelly, probably because they were off with the marijuana fairies. For April, she watched the lights and the taillights buzzing up and down the highway. 

She hated it down there. It was too busy, too many people. April longed for a place where she could have space to move and perpetual freedom. April had that taste of freedom in the car that night despite being surrounded by people. The silence was broken by Michael’s hacking cough from the front of the vehicle. April jumped in surprise, and she felt Dylan’s hand on hers.

“You all right?” he asked, looking concerned.

“Yes,” April grinned. April smiled; she was more than all right. She was feeling great.

“Wanna go somewhere else?” Somewhere you can see the stars properly?”

April grinned and nodded.

“Youse goin’ already?” Shelly asked.

Dylan nodded as he fired up the car. There was no need for an explanation with them. They were probably glad to see Dylan and April going, who were undoubtedly cramping their bong time. 
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Chapter Five
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They didn’t have to drive very far to find isolated places. The mountains were full of little dirt roads to hide in. One of their favorites was the dirt back road, and as they ambled and bounced their way down the narrow path, April could look up through the trees to glimpse the moon slightly crested and shining down.  

The road was beautiful but spooky all in one. There were no streetlights, just the headlights from the car that caused shadows to dance in front and to the side of them and the moonlight that gave everything a slightly blue haze. The trees seemed to loom over the road, their branches like the gnarled fingers of mean old men.   

Dylan found a little cut-out where the trees were spacious enough to see the stars clearly, and as he killed the engine, the atmosphere seemed to thicken. The trees around them appeared more enormous and more eerie than usual. April shivered involuntarily. 

“You all right? You’re not cold, are you?” Dylan asked as he rubbed her arm.

April shook her head. “Just a bit spooked,” she answered, shivering again.

Dylan smiled at her and put his arm out, touching April’s shoulder. “Aww, come here,” he pulled her tight to his chest. 

He smelled so good. The smell of the river still lingered on his skin. April started to become a little nervous about her feelings. Suddenly she realized that her fantasies were evolving, Knox was still present, but his face was transforming into Dylan’s. 

She felt safe, and it felt right, but at the same time, April wanted Dylan to take her face in his hands and kiss her lips.  It wasn’t right. She knew that Dylan was Tilly’s boyfriend, and she hated April enough as it was. 

Her feelings weren’t right; she needed to put distance between them. April shifted in her seat, uncomfortable with the stirrings in her emotions and body. She closed her legs tight against the throbbing again. April shook her head to try and clear her mind and get Knox’s rippling muscles out of her thoughts and Dylan’s big hands that enveloped hers, and the erotic feeling of him rubbing his thumb against the edge of his palm. 

The sensations were overwhelming, and April shifted in her seat again; however, Dylan mistook the movement as April still felt spooked. He held her tighter against his chest and softly kissed her head. As intoxicating as the feeling was, it made April even more uncomfortable.  Quickly she moved out of Dylan’s arms, but he caught her hand.

“April, what’s wrong?” His eyes darkened, yet they twinkled in a wicked way that caused her heart to do flip-flops and never cease throbbing to build.

Dylan held April’s hand in his. He reached up and touched her face. April felt a tear begin to dribble from her eye. Dylan wiped it away with his finger and let his fingers linger on her chin.

“Talk to me, April; what’s the matter? What’s making you cry?” Dylan asked with a frown of concern.

April shook her head. Her sister’s boyfriend. She didn’t know the words to tell him.  She didn’t know how to tell Dylan that all her fantasies of the hottest boy at school were now being transferred onto him. It was taboo, a forbidden fruit that she desperately wanted to taste. 

April wanted to do everything she had read in the romance novels. She wanted him romantically, carnally, and primally. She desperately wanted to kiss his lips that pouted slightly, breathe in his scent of man and river, and press her aching and hard nipples against his chest. She shook her head to try and clear her mind.

“I, I don’t know what’s going on; I just feel weird,” April stammered.

Dylan ran his fingers through her long hair and shifted in his seat to be closer to her.  He wrapped his arm around April’s shoulder and pulled her back against his chest. She could feel his face close to her cheek, his breath near her ear.  

Dylan took April’s hand in his and entwined her fingers with his.  He pulled back enough to look deep into her eyes.  His eyes were so dark that she began to melt. 

Dylan’s lips tasted April’s gently as he pulled her closer. April had never noticed what a dark green they were; they weren’t black like Knox’s, but they were just as intoxicating. She began to feel dizzy, her emotions were jumping about all over the place, and that was when she felt his lips so gentle on hers. 

His tongue touched her bottom lip. She closed her eyes, taking in and trying to remember every feeling of her first kiss. April tried to push away the guilt of knowing what she was doing was wrong, but she longed for it never to end.   The kiss had to end. It had to stop. Dylan pulled away from her and turned to stare out his window into the darkness.

“I’m sorry, April, I shouldn’t have done that; let’s just go home, all right?” he said as he turned the key in the engine, bringing the panel van to life.
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Chapter Six
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They were silent on the way home. April watched the world pass by, still able to feel Dylan’s lips on hers, his tongue running across her bottom lip. There was a feeling deep down inside her that she had never felt before and excitement like she had never experienced.  

When they pulled into the driveway, Dylan exited the car without saying a word.  It wasn’t until they were inside the flat that he turned to April.  He took her hand and softly touched her face with his other hand again, allowing his fingers to linger on her skin. The excitement began to mount in anticipation of another kiss. But as quick as it came, he dropped her hand and turned away.

“Night, April,” he said, with an edge of disappointment.

Dylan walked away and shut the door to his room. April’s heart sank as the gravity of her actions set in. She didn’t know how she would ever look at Dylan the same. April’s mind was a spiral of thoughts, self-doubt, guilt, and lust. 

That night she hardly slept; she couldn’t stop thinking about her first kiss and what it would mean for all three of them. April lay in her bed looking at the roof of her makeshift bedroom in Dylan and Tilly’s house. Her first kiss wasn’t how she imagined it. She had always hoped that it would be with Knox. 

The books she read always said that kisses were feverish and frantic, but nothing was desperate about that kiss. Dylan’s lips were gentle and soft against hers. His tongue was probing as if asking for permission. 

April slid her hand down under the blanket to the wet mound nestled between her legs and felt for the small sensitive nub that sent electric pulses through her body. All her fantasies were of Knox, but suddenly he was replaced. 

April flopped back onto her bed and closed her eyes as embarrassment flooded her body.  It could have only been Dylan at her door, and now he’d heard what he had set in motion; she knew it would be even harder to face him. Her fantasies, however, were all Dylan as she clamped her legs against the friction her fingers drove into her pussy and with a cry of deep satisfaction that she attempted to muffle with her free hand.

April rubbed her eyes as she came out of her room. She was exhausted from her fitful night’s sleep and could hear Dylan on the phone.

“Yep, ok, yeah, I love you too,” he spoke, sounding as exhausted as she felt.

April peeked around the corner. Dylan’s face was pulled into a frown. He ran a hand over his face. Glancing up, he gave her a small smile. April smiled back and went into the bathroom. 

“April?” Dylan’s voice came through the toilet door.

“Yeah?” April called back.

“That was Tilly. She said that she would stay on for the rest of the week,” Dylan said. 

April couldn’t pinpoint whether his voice was excited or disappointed. She didn’t care. April knew how she felt as her stomach almost did a backflip with excitement that meant a week more alone with Dylan. It would be a week without the wicked witch of the west. Maybe it meant another kiss. 

“April?” Dylan called again.

“Sorry, yeah, why is she going to do that?” April asked, trying to keep the excitement out of her voice.

“I dunno, something about some special deal or something, I dunno, anyway she said she’s gonna ring you tonight,” he mumbled through the door.

April waited until she heard Dylan’s footsteps walk away from the door and sneaked out into her bedroom. She didn’t want Dylan to see the big grin on her face.

April went and made herself some cereal and plonked down on the couch in front of the television. When she thought that she could contain her excitement enough to face Dylan. Dylan was sprawled out in his favorite spot on the floor, the black bean bag wedged under his head.  His bare tattooed chest glistened with the sweat that reflected the hot morning. 

Dylan ran his hands through his blonde shoulder-length curly hair. April couldn’t peel her eyes away from his chest. So different from Knox, but suddenly she wanted Dylan, and nothing could quench that thirst. 

She wanted to trace the eagle tattoo on his chest with her tongue. April shifted in her seat and clamped her legs tight as the swelling throb that hadn’t eased from the night before grew. 

April tried to remind herself that Dylan wasn’t hers to eat from, but the devil she wore on her shoulder turned her into a wild woman who couldn’t be tamed. She could tell he was uncomfortable, but April didn’t know what to say to soothe it. 

April didn’t want to soothe him. She only wanted to ease the ache that pounded between her legs. April leaned back into the couch with a slight moan that she didn’t mean to slip out. She watched as Dylan tensed but ran his hand over the crotch of his jeans to adjust himself. 

The wild woman inside her burned with pleasure, knowing that his discomfort was the same as hers. She let out a little sigh with a moan attached and smirked as he shifted again. Her heartbeat raced with excitement. April was in awe that one little sound could send a man so wild.

The logical side of her brain was screaming, and guilt slowly washed over her as she thought about what this could mean. Dylan wasn’t hers. He was Tilly’s. The sister that hated April as it was, she could only imagine how much worse it would be if she stole her sister's boyfriend.

“Dylan? I’m sorry,” April finally said.

Dylan stopped running his hands through his hair but didn’t say anything.  April stared down at her cereal as if, by some sort of prophecy, it would give her the answer she needed. 

Dylan shifted in the bean bag, and when April looked up, she saw he was on his knees facing her.  He approached where she sat and put his hands on her thighs. His eyes had darkened and danced seductively. April’s insides flip-flopped again as her body threatened to melt into a puddle before him.

“I don’t want you to be sorry, April,” he said, gravelly and deeper than usual.
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Chapter Seven
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April stared into her bowl, trying to hide the fire she knew would be in her eyes. With one finger Dylan lifted her head and looked into her eyes. April’s excitement grew to a crescendo that she could hardly contain as she stared into his dark green eyes that almost growled with sex appeal.

“If I didn’t want it to happen, I could have stopped it,” he said, his voice so thick that she couldn’t sit still on the couch.

“But Tilly,” April reminded him half-heartedly.

Being this close to Dylan and seeing how he looked at her, April didn’t give a damn about Tilly. She was a bitch, a nasty and vicious bitch. This was April’s way to exact some revenge, even if it was just for a short time. Tilly was away in a drunken and drugged-up stupor.

“I know, I know, let’s worry about that later,” he replied with a smile.

Dylan took April’s bowl from her hands and put it on the table beside him.  

April clamped her thighs shut as the whips of pleasure built and threatened to overflow. She could feel the puddle between her legs flowing against her short bottoms. 

Her fantasies mingled with Knox and Dylan of the night before flooded her mind. She wanted to let out a guttural groan with anticipation of what was about to happen. She wanted to leap off the couch and slam Dylan onto the floor fucking him like a wild animal. April had no idea of what to do.  She knew only what she had read in books but was prepared to wing it. 

Dylan moved April’s legs so that he could get between her knees; she felt the warmth of his hands on the bare skin of her thighs, which were covered in goose pimples of excitement.  He slowly moved his hands up her thighs to her hips, sides, and back. Dylan’s touch was electric, and April could feel the heat of his body against hers. She closed her eyes with intoxication. Dylan gently caressed April’s chin, cheeks, and lips with his mouth.  He hungrily moved his way over her neck. 

She felt Dylan wanted to taste her as badly as she had wanted to taste him. His hands moved from her back to the bottom of her singlet, and with the tips of his fingers, he began to explore the skin of her sides. 

April sucked in a breath of pleasure, his fingers felt warm, and his lips on her neck made her head spin. She wanted more of him. April arched her back, pushing her open thighs onto him. Dylan pushed himself against her, and she could feel the bulge in his jeans press against the thin layer of wet shorts between her legs. 

April couldn’t hold back the groan that escaped. She slowly moved her hands down over his body, tracing his arms, chest, and back until she reached the top of his jeans. April wanted to feel him, she wanted to see him, and she wanted to taste him. 

April wanted him. She wanted nothing but him, and there was nothing in her mind but the pleasure he was bringing her body as he rocked against her while his fingers explored her sides and back.  She could feel the pleasure beginning to build; it had only been by her hand that she had ever felt an orgasm before. One of her friends had told her that it tasted salty. 

As Dylan continued to grind his hips into her soaked shorts and pussy, she could feel the intense pleasure beginning to build up. April’s groans became urgent as she pushed her groin harder against him and scratched her nails lightly against his lower back. His animalistic groan in her ear was all it took for her to become a quivering mess of moans. 

Dylan pulled away from her and raised an eyebrow. With a wicked grin, she leaned forward and kissed him lightly on the corner of the mouth. Dylan shook his head. April seemed to have changed from this quiet, meek girl to a wicked vixen in just a few minutes. Dylan buried his face back into her neck, and April closed her eyes to enjoy his teeth lightly scrapping over her neck.

“Have you ever?” he asked, muffled against her neck.

April cleared her throat. “No,” she said softly as he began to lift the front of her singlet.

Her emotions were a mix of excitement, pleasure, and fear.  April had heard about sex from her friends.  Maddy had never actually sat her down and given her the talk. April didn’t know whether she was supposed to just lie there or whether there was something she could do to make it better.  All she could do was copy what the books she read said. Dylan had managed to lift her singlet to expose her ample breasts, she always thought they were too big and cumbersome, but Dylan’s groan at the sight of them made her think twice.  

He groaned as he leaned forward, kissing them, and let his tongue dart over April’s nipple. All her nerve endings had come alive as she leaned back into the couch. April’s body could no longer hold her weight. With one hand, Dylan cupped one of her breasts while his mouth worked all over the other, kissing, licking, and sucking. 

April moaned instinctively and arched her back, urging him to take more of her breast into his mouth. Dylan knew exactly what she needed and sucked onto to breasts more. April moaned again as all familiar throbs began to surge their way forward. 

April reached up and began to run her fingers through his long curls, which seemed to excite him more as his licking and sucking became more feverish. Dylan dropped her cupped breast and ran his hand down April’s stomach resting it as if unsure at the top of her shorts. 

April pushed her hips forward, grinding against his crotch, which was still hard and bulging from his jeans. He groaned, and with the hand poised at the top of her shorts, he moved his hands down her bare thighs and slid his hand up the outside leg of her shorts to her hip. April could almost feel pulses of electricity with a mix of excitement and frustration. He darted his fingers over the wet mound between her legs, and she groaned, arching her back, wanting him inside her.

“Are you sure you are alright with this, April?” he asked, moving his mouth away from her breast and kissing her cheeks. 

With her eyes still closed, April groaned in response. He sucked her neck into his mouth and groaned as he dipped his fingers again into the wet mound. April moaned loudly as she felt his fingers dance inside her and rub across the pulsing nub. 

Dylan growled against her neck as she reached between her legs and touched his hand, guiding his fingers in circles across her button. As his fingers pushed on her, and she was shaking with ecstasy, April reached down and stroked the bulge that was busting to escape his pants. 
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