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Sunday, 14th of May

April Anderson huffed a stray curl of silky honey-blonde hair from her eyes and scrubbed angrily at the glittery plum-coloured stain on her lips. She hated the way her bright green eyes clashed with her cheeks when she got flustered. Freckles and a red face were a terrible combination. And with the stupid pixie cut she was forced to have, the impulse-buy lipstick, her boring outfit of leggings and a baggy t-shirt, and the bright afternoon light that spilt through her bedroom window, everything she saw in the full-length wall mirror was infuriating. She felt defeated.

“Why did you bother?” asked Emilia. She was lying on April’s bed with her head dangling off the side, flipping through a magazine.

“I thought it was pretty.” April sighed and reached for another tissue on her dressing table.

“No,” Emilia rolled over and hoisted herself up, crossing her legs beneath her. “I mean, why did you buy the same colour as Lucy?”

“I didn’t buy the same colour as Lucy,” she snapped. Remembering the moment the whole lunch yard had stopped to watch Lucy, the richest, most popular girl at school walk through their midst sporting the dark purple shade, April flushed a deeper red and hoped Emilia wouldn’t notice. I would never want to look like those creeps, she thought. But deep down she knew that wasn’t entirely true. Lucy, and even Wendy, second in line for Twisted Lakes’ most popular girl, always looked immaculate and up-to-date. And the worst part was, they still had all their hair. “Besides,” she continued. “Lucy’s was matte. This one is chrome.”

“Okay, calm down,” Emilia held up her hands and laughed. “All I meant was that you don’t have to wear a whole lot of makeup the way Lucy does. You’re not plain like she is.”

April smiled and turned around, still dabbing at her lips. Emilia had been her best friend since primary school, but it still always sounded to April like she was just being kind when she said the tall, freckled blonde girl was prettier than everybody else. Standing next to Emilia, who was classically pretty in every way, April felt like a gangly, cartoon space alien by comparison.

She shook herself mentally. It was Lucy who called her a cartoon space Alien.

She scrubbed harder at her lips. The colour was proving hard to shift, and Emilia scrunched up her face in mock horror when she saw the mess April was making. “Not everyone can have all their hair chopped off and still look like they just stepped out of a fashion shoot,” she added.

“Yeah right.” April turned back to her reflection. It had been over three months since the hair incident, and it was growing back too slowly. She missed it, badly. It had been like a safety blanket to hide in or braid when she felt anxious, or twist around a finger when she was bored or daydreaming. Sometimes if she thought about it too much, she wanted to cry. But she didn’t. She refused to let anyone see that it got to her. Especially Lucy and the other Ivy Hills brats.

Emilia went back to flipping through the magazine. “Do you think your mum is going to let you go to Matthew’s party on Friday,” she asked.

Surprised, April looked at her friend in the mirror. “Why would I do that?”

Emilia had liked Matthew since the beginning of high school, but he was friends with Lucy and mostly hung out with her and the other rich kids. Neither Emilia nor herself would be caught dead spending time with any of them, let alone getting stuck for a night in an Ivy Hills mansion. It was weird that Emilia knew anything about it. “How did you find out Matthew was having a party?”

“Well,” said Emilia, trying to sound casual. “I have to talk to him at rehearsals, don’t I?”

April cringed. The end-of-year production of A Midsummer Night’s Dream was just another thing on her growing list of problems right now. She hated talking about it.

“So,” Emilia went on, “he said he’s having a party on Friday night, and asked if we’d want to come.” She was silent for a whole minute, and April thought she was finished. But then she dropped the bomb. “Alex will be there.”

April pretended not to hear.

“Oh come on, April,” Emilia threw the magazine onto the bed. “Why would you miss an opportunity like that?”

“I don’t know what you mean.” She grabbed another tissue. The purple tint was coming off, but the sparkles held fast.

“April, you know Lucy likes Alex, too.”

April froze. No, she didn’t know Lucy liked Alex.

Alex Winters. April’s forever crush. She’d loved him since the moment she saw him. Just like Emilia, all the way back at the beginning of high school.

Where was Emilia getting all this information? Matthew? That would make sense. He was Alex’s best friend.

The gentle ding of Emilia’s message tone broke the silence. April watched in the reflection as her friend read the message. “Anything important?”

Emilia closed her phone case and shoved it back into the pocket of her denim jacket. She then got up and came to stand beside April, shuffling her fingers through the chestnut waves of her mid-length hair.

Chestnut. Emilia was pretty, and over the past year since her sixteenth birthday, she’d gotten prettier, all chestnut and autumn hews. April had always been slightly jealous of her friend’s classic looks. Soft brown eyes, olive skin, and hair that matched.

And then there was her. Bright green eyes that were too big in a pale, freckled face that always blushed. The only thing she’d liked about herself was the waves of her honey-coloured hair. But without the length, the waves had turned into curls. She hated them.

“Mum needs me at home,” said Emilia. “There’s a problem with one of the costumes.” She picked up the lipstick to examine its glitter under the bedroom light.

April nodded. Emilia’s mother was the local seamstress, and the school had hired her to make the costumes for the play. “Okay. Do you want to come back later?”

“Sure, but I have to go to the post office first and pick up that book I ordered–” she stopped speaking and pretended to inspect the lipstick more closely.

“What book?” Emilia had never mentioned ordering a book before. Parties with popular kids, secret books. Why was Emilia suddenly keeping vital information from her until the last minute?

“Oh, it’s nothing.” Her friend suddenly looked flustered. “It’s just a replacement for that maths book that I lost.”

April dropped the tissue she was still using to wipe her mouth and grabbed Emilia by the wrists. “What book?” she demanded, not letting go when her friend began to struggle.

“It’s nothing,” Emilia insisted, giggling. “I lost my maths book. Don’t you remember?”

April didn’t remember that, but she had to admit that it was possible. Emilia was kind of an airhead. For anyone else, a maths book would be difficult to lose, but for her, it would have been second nature.

“Okay,” she laughed, releasing her friend. “So does that mean we’re spending the afternoon studying maths?”

Emilia let out a loud groan and retreated to the bedroom door. “I have to go,” she insisted. “I’ll be back around five.”

April smiled and nodded.

As she heard the front door open and close, and the sound of Emilia running down the white gravel of her driveway, she could picture very clearly her friend racing across the road to number twelve Stormy Lane, where she would throw open her front door to be greeted by a bouncing golden retriever and the smell of a delicious Italian dish already simmering away for dinner. Emilia’s father owned the local pizza restaurant, and it was really popular. But April loved Emilia’s mother’s cooking the best.

The thought made her smile as she faced the mirror again and began to reapply the lipstick. Why not? she thought. It’s not like anyone else is going to see me this afternoon.

“Why do you look like a clown?”

April screamed and spun around, lipstick raised and ready to throw at the intruder.
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“What are you doing in here, you monster?” screamed April. She grabbed for the little redheaded boy as he bounded into the room and crash-tackled her into the dressing table.

He laughed maniacally and dodged her attack, then fell to the floor and rolled under the bed.

“Now I’m the monster under your bed,” he squealed, still laughing. “And I’ll kick you all night in your sleep!”

April burst out laughing, too. She couldn’t help it. If anyone could brighten her day, it was Tommy.

She dove to the floor and grappled for the little feet that kicked and dodged her. “Stop kicking me, you stinky little pest. Or I’ll chop off your legs!”

Tommy screamed, but she finally managed to get a hold of him and drag him out. April then proceeded to tickle him. He tried to tickle her back, but it was no use. He was much too small and easy to hold down.

“Say you’re a clown!” demanded April.

“You’re a clown,” Tommy giggled, almost out of breath. He was laughing so hard, tears began to well in his hazel eyes.

April pretended to be outraged and tickled him harder.

“Hey,” Tommy shouted. “Stop, that hurts!”

The smell of sizzling bacon drifted suddenly into April’s nostrils. She threw aside her brother and got up to leave. Her mum was cooking French toast with bacon and maple syrup for lunch, and if anything could distract her, no matter what she was doing, it was that.

“Wait,” Tommy called, breathless.

April stopped at the door. “What?” she said, a little irritated. She’d only had coffee for breakfast, and the smell of the bacon reminded her that she was starving.

“Mum says you have to go to the store and get maple syrup. We’re out.”

“Great,” April reentered the room and opened her closet to search for a sweater to match the dark blue leggings she was wearing. She chose an oversized black one, shoved herself into it, lifted her handbag off the hook by the door, then hoisted Tommy off the floor and began dragging him to the door. “You’d better stay out of my room while I’m gone,” she told him.

“That won’t be a problem,” he replied. “Mum says you have to take me with you.”

“No!” she wailed, pretending to be upset. She scooped him up and carried him underarm down the stairs.

“Don’t take too long,” their mother called from the kitchen.

Yeah, obviously, thought April as she swung open the front door and hauled her brother out to her car. He giggled the whole way. Tommy was a major pest, but honestly, she never minded taking him with her if he asked. He wasn’t trouble. Not really. He was the sort of kid that lit up a room and made everyone feel better, even if they weren’t feeling bad. Lately, their mother only ever even smiled in front of April if Tommy was around.

She dropped her brother and fished in her bag for the key to her 1968, sky-blue Mini Cooper S. When they got in, she threw her bag into the back seat, and when she tilted the rearview mirror to look at herself, she was alarmed to see that she’d forgotten she’d reapplied the lipstick. A small knot of anxiety twisted in her stomach, but she quickly shook it off. It’s Sunday, she told herself. No one is going to be in town to see me.

“Did you hear that?”

She slid the key into the ignition but stopped to look at her brother. “What?”

“I don’t know,” he replied. “It was weird. Like the sound of flying.”

“What are you talking about?” she shoved him playfully and leaned over to look past him out his window. “I can’t see anything.”

He shoved her back and looked at her seriously. “I didn’t say I saw anything.”

“Calm down, pest. No one said you were stupid.”

“I didn’t say you said I was stupid!”

April laughed, pleased to see him get so worked up. Payback was always fun.

She began to turn the key, but the sound of something sharp sliding over the hood of the car made both her and Tommy jump. Together they looked through the windshield to see a giant, tawny owl with enormous, unblinking, golden eyes, glaring back at them.

“April,” whispered Tommy. He grabbed her arm. He was scared, and April couldn’t blame him. She was more than a little unsettled by the animal.

“Hey,” she said, forcing herself to sound unbothered, “that is weird. Never seen that before.” She shook Tommy’s hand from her arm and reached across him to do up his seatbelt.

Seeing movement behind the glass, the owl raced forward, screamed, and launched out of sight over the roof of the car.

They both screamed, too, and Tommy turned quickly in his seat to look through the rear windshield. “What was that?” he asked. He still sounded scared.

A strange anxiety had settled over April, that had nothing to do with the lipstick. It was just a bird, she told herself. Why are you acting so jumpy?

It could have been the sudden chill that she felt along with the knot of dread that still sat in the pit of her stomach, or the dullness of the afternoon sunlight, which was usually more cheerful at that time of day.

She glanced about at the forest that surrounded her home. The property was about half an acre of well-mowed lawn, with several Japanese maples sprinkled through the backyard. More than enough space to run around in. But for some reason, just then, she felt like the forest was too close, forcing its way in, cornering her. Don’t be silly, everything looks the same as it always has.

And yet, somehow, something felt different. But she didn’t want to frighten her brother any more than he already was. “Really, Tommy? You don’t know what that was,” she teased.

He glared at her, but when he opened his mouth to reply, his stomach grumbled, startling them both.

April laughed. “We’d better go get that maple syrup before we both starve to death.”
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The bell over the door of Joan’s Groceries jingled as April and Tommy stepped out into the street. It had taken a lot to convince Tommy that now was not the time to get stuck playing his favourite vintage space pinball machine at the back of the store. But in the end, the promise of an extra quarter of French toast and a small bag of raspberry jellies won the argument.

“Can we stop at the toy store?” he asked, upending the small paper bag and tipping the entirety of its sugary contents into his mouth.

“No,” April, took the couple of steps that lead from the store to the sidewalk and froze in shock.

“Please,” whined Tommy, “we’ll be quick, I promise. April?”

But April couldn’t move. As if her feet were glued to the pavement, her heart was racing and all the blood had drained from her face. She felt as if someone had kicked her in the ribs. Her arms fell loosely to her sides.

“Hey!” shouted Tommy, scooting forward to catch the glass bottle of maple syrup they’d just bought. “April, are you crazy? We need that for the french toast!”

But April couldn’t reply. She heard the words French toast, but she couldn’t form a picture of what that looked like in her mind. All she could see was the window of Silverleaf Park Cafe, across the street, and the group of people sitting at the table just behind the glass.

It was Lucy who was first to notice April staring at them, at almost the same time as two boys approached their table. Lucy pointed and started laughing, which prompted the other girls at the table to turn to look out the window. And then they were all laughing. All except one.

The shorter of the two boys who had approached the table slid into a chair on the other side of the girl who sat next to Lucy. April stared at her, but the girl didn’t seem to want to laugh at her with the rest of them. She didn’t seem to want to look up from the coffee cup that sat steaming in front of her. Matthew tossed his head to flick a strand of his sandy hair off his forehead, then put his arm around Emilia’s shoulder and kissed her cheek.

April, her face now hot, and growing hotter by the second, continued to stare at Emilia, only vaguely aware that the other boy, the taller one with the dark wavy hair, who hadn’t sat down yet, was watching her. She refused to look at him. Seeing Alex laughing at her would be the end of everything. She may as well just go home right now, dig a hole in the backyard, and bury herself in it.

On the other side of Emilia, Lucy reached across the table and snapped her fingers (which she often did when she wanted someone to do something for her) at Alex, gesturing for him to sit in the seat opposite her.

“April,” Tommy said quietly beside her, “why is Emilia in there with those jerks?”

But April couldn’t speak.

Tommy took her hand and squeezed it. “Don’t worry. Those guys are idiots.” he began to pull her away in the direction of where she’d parked her car. Seeing this, Lucy laughed harder.

Angrily, April snatched her hand away from Tommy, grabbed him by the sleeve of his sweater, and began to drag him to the car.

“Hey!” he protested. But April could barely hear the car that drove past them, let alone her brother, she was so furious. “Why are you angry with me? I didn’t do anything.”

April wasn’t listening. She just wanted to get to the car, get away from the street. Away from the mockery. Away from Emilia. And especially, away from Alex.

It’s the lipstick, she realised. I should have wiped off the damn lipstick. She just knew that by Monday, Lucy would have found a million ways to torture her because of this, and somehow she’d convince most of the school to join in the mockery. The hole in the backyard was starting to look cosy in her mind’s eye. But that wasn’t what upset her. None of it would have mattered half so much if she hadn’t seen Emilia in there, sitting with the people she hated most in the world. The people she thought Emilia hated, too. And Alex…

Why? How could she? Was it because of Matthew? Why would she do this to me? Why was she just sitting there, letting them laugh at me like that? Why was she sitting there at all? I hate Lucy so much. And I hate Emilia, too. I hate you, Emilia! I hate you!

“April!” Tommy started to drag his heels, trying to pull himself out of her grip. “April, stop!”

“We have to get home,” she snapped. “Mum needs the syrup.”

“April!” Tommy shouted, forcing her to stop and turn to him. When she did, he pointed at something behind her, over her shoulder, a terrified look on his face.

Cold, icy fingers tickled her spine as she turned and looked up at the giant tawny owl. It was the same one that eyeballed them from the hood of her car, earlier. Perched on top of the sign that hung over the door of an antique store, a small breeze ruffled its neck feathers, and its golden eyes blinked once, watching them. The sign read “Yesterday” in a flowery, mediaeval font. And for a moment, April wanted to laugh. The scene was like a corny Halloween morning kid’s cartoon. Spooky Owl & Gangly Space Alien Visit Yesterday.

“What does it want?” whispered Tommy, bringing her back to reality.

“I don’t know,” she whispered back. Something flashed in the store window and caught her eye. “What’s that?” she wondered aloud, stepping closer to have a look.

Cautiously, not taking his eyes off the owl, which in turn continued to stare at them without blinking, Tommy stepped up to the window with her.

“I don’t like it,” he said.

“Why not?”

“What do you mean? It looks like it wants to eat us.”

“What?” The sparkling thing that hung in the store window had captured her attention completely. It glinted, soft and enchanting in the bright afternoon light. She’d never seen anything so beautiful in her whole life. So delicate. So magical.

“What do you mean what?”

Confused, she looked at her brother and saw that he still had his eyes on the owl. “Oh, that.” She said, dismissively, turning back to the window. “Give it a break, Tommy, it’s just a bird.”

“It’s a dinosaur!” he protested, loudly.

But April shushed him and grabbed his sleeve again, dragging him towards the door of the shop.

“We have to get home, Mum needs the syrup,” he mimicked her, struggling to get away. Then he exclaimed with delight over a set of antique, Victorian toy soldiers, immediately on display beside the door. Glad her brother was distracted, April went to the window to get a better look at the ornament she’d noticed.

So delicate, she thought. Otherworldly. Maybe it was just the bright afternoon light that made it sparkle so magically. Perhaps in the morning light, it would look like any other ornament. But this… this was different. A delicate series of golden tendrils, so fine that they looked like they’d break if you sneezed on them, woven into swirls around hexagonal, clear quartz stones. And something else, something that looked like iridescent butterfly wings.

“It’s lovely, isn’t it?”

April turned to find a man standing behind her. “Yes,” she said. “I’ve never seen anything like it before.”

“I can imagine you haven’t,” he replied with a smile. He was either forty or fifty, and extremely handsome, in a supervillain kind of way. He winked when April glanced at him.

That’s weird, she thought. Why does he seem so familiar? I guess I’ve seen him around town. But April could barely remember seeing an antique shop in Twisted Lakes, let alone the man who ran it.

“It’s an ancient, pagan spirit catcher,” he said. He reached up to unhook it from a nail above the window, and gently laid it in the palm of his hand. “Made entirely, I’m told, of butterfly wings and quartz crystal.”

April smiled, politely.

“If it was ancient, the butterflies would have disintegrated a long time ago,” said Tommy, as a matter of fact, from his spot by the door.

“Tommy,” April scolded.

“Oh, don’t worry,” said the man. “I would have thought the same if I didn’t specialise in these kinds of things.”

Struck by a sudden and overwhelming desire to have the beautiful ornament, April asked a question she knew she would probably regret later. “How much is it?”

“Five hundred,” the man sniffed and hung it back up over the window.

“Dollars?” April was shocked. Of course, it was beautiful and magical, and her heart couldn’t bear the feeling of walking out of the store without it… but… five hundred…

“That’s right,” said the man, already headed back to the counter in the middle of the store. “Let me know if there’s anything else I can help you with,” he called over his shoulder.

“I’ll take it,” April announced.

He was so startled, he almost tripped over a bucket of ornate walking canes.

“April?”

“Wait, Tommy.” She walked to the counter, fishing through her bag till she found her purse. “I’ll take it. Now,” she said to the owner, whose face lost its scepticism as soon as he saw the stack of fifty dollar notes she pulled out and placed neatly on the counter. Five hundred dollars. Half of the deposit and the funds needed to set up a flower stall at the local summer markets that year. But she guessed she wouldn’t be needing it any more. Not when the other half was supposed to have come from Emilia. April knew she was being frivolous and hasty, but just then, she didn’t care. Her mother would be simply disgusted, and again, she didn’t care. When the whole world is against you, you get to spend the money
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