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      Melissa Brinkley walked cautiously through the foyer of the small church and sat in the last pew. Emily Wyatt’s sudden death had deeply shocked and disturbed her. Emily, along with her husband Charles and their sons, had been neighbours of her parents for many years, and she was grateful that a fleeting visit home allowed her to attend the funeral. The sweet scent of frangipanis filled the small church and she smiled as she remembered that these striking yellow and white flowers had been her friend's favourite.

      The congregation stood as the funeral party entered the church. Melissa was relieved that Andrew Wyatt didn’t seem to have noticed her presence at his mother’s funeral. Andrew followed his brothers to the front pew, twirling a single frangipani blossom between his fingers. Watching him from the back of the church, she didn’t think he’d changed much in the last five years. His curly hair had been cropped, and he'd lost a little weight which made his muscular features more prominent. He’s still handsome, she thought. After what had happened at graduation, she’d been confused about her feelings. She’d never spoken to him about it, but he was one of the reasons she’d taken the job at Alcock Architects in Boston. She’d wanted to put as many miles between them as possible, hoping time and distance would change how she felt.

      Her thoughts were interrupted by the playing of Amazing Grace. The congregation stood to sing the familiar hymn and then sat down awkwardly to listen to a eulogy read by a family friend. The dulcet tones of the church's organ this time indicated the end of the service. The congregation rose as Emily's coffin was carried out by her four sons, Andrew, Miles, William and Neil, heads bowed as they carried the casket out of the church. She waited several minutes until the church had emptied before gathering up her handbag and scarf, and walked towards the doors. She was surprised to discover Andrew waiting for her in the foyer. For a brief moment they stood and looked intently into each other’s eyes, unsure of what to say.

      ‘Thank you for coming,’ he said softly. His opening words served to ease the tension between them. ‘Mum would be pleased you’re here.’

      Melissa nodded.

      ‘I’m sorry about your Mum’s passing.’

      ‘Thank you,’ he replied, pausing for a moment. ‘How long are you home for?’

      ‘Three weeks,’ she said. ‘I have some personal stuff to sort out.’

      Andrew nodded, and paused before continuing, ‘You look lovely.’

      ‘She certainly does,’ interrupted Miles Wyatt, who strode into the foyer looking for his brother. ‘Hello Melissa – good to see you.’

      ‘Nice to see you too,’ she said, ‘although I would have preferred different circumstances.’ Miles nodded and put his hand on Andrew's shoulder.

      ‘Andrew, the car’s ready. Time to go.’

      He turned to Melissa, leaned forward and brushed his lips against her cheek. His lips were soft and the distinctive scent of cinnamon aftershave brought all the memories and feelings from their university days flooding back. Nothing had changed. Trembling, she closed her eyes. When she opened them he was still there, watching her. He turned and walked quickly down the steps leading from the church.
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      The three weeks since Melissa arrived home had flown by. Her father ensured she had little time on her own, arranging many reunions with her friends and family. She’d promised Jonathan she’d be home by Thanksgiving, which was by now only three days away. He’d rung only once since she’d arrived to see how things were going. She was grateful for this as she needed space to sort out her feelings.

      She’d met Jonathan within the first week of arriving in Boston five years ago. Her emotions had been in turmoil, and his friendship had quickly helped to dull the pain. Jonathan was good looking and easy going. His tanned skin and crinkly eyes were the result of many hours spent outdoors. Two years later, they were married. The wedding was a small one, just Jonathan’s parents and her father – Melissa’s mother, Ellen, had been dead for nearly ten years. Married life initially had been great, but lately, Jonathan's job as a surveyor had involved frequent travel, and he was often away for several weeks at a time. Whenever they were together, they seemed to spend an increasing amount of time arguing. When Jonathan announced that he had to work in a remote area of Alberta, Canada for six weeks, she decided to take time out from work to come home and make sense of her unhappiness.

      Home, she had mused, it feels a million miles away.

      'Home' was Bangalow, a small town in northern New South Wales, sixty-five kilometres south of the state border with Queensland. Bangalow had always been in her heart her home, although she had been born of an American mother. Her parents had met at an agricultural conference in Maine. It was the only time her father had ventured outside of Australia and his friends were amused that he not only loved the experience but had come home with a foreign fiancée. Her father now lived alone in a lovingly restored Federation-style house, with high ceilings and decorative gables. He’d stopped teaching science at the Southern Cross University in nearby Lismore when Ellen had died and now ran cattle and harvested fruit on their land. Their nearest neighbours were the Wyatts, who lived a short distance away on the other side of Byron Creek. The Wyatt family had lived beside the Bourne family for twenty years, although Melissa’s friendship with Emily Wyatt only developed shortly before her mother’s death and continued by correspondence, after she left for the States. Emily had been her comforter and her friend. She’d shared everything with Emily except for her feelings of confusion over her friendship with Andrew. Melissa had planned to change this on her visit home, but fate had intervened. Suddenly she felt very alone.

      On Tuesday morning, Melissa checked in online and booked one night’s accommodation at the Brisbane Hilton. Her father had tried to persuade her to let him drive her to the airport early Wednesday morning, but it was a two-hour car journey from Bangalow to Brisbane airport and she knew he was no longer confident driving beyond the local area. He had become a very old sixty-five-year-old.

      ‘Besides,’ she explained, ‘I want to get in some last-minute shopping in the mall.’ She hugged her father and kissed him goodbye. ‘I promise that I won't leave it so long between visits in the future.’ George Bourne nodded. There was a glint in his eye, which Melissa knew was a tear. She drove away quickly, knowing he’d be embarrassed if she saw him cry. He’d aged so much since her mother died – she suspected he was willing himself to die too. She made a mental note to call him every day.

      It was a beautiful, clear, azure blue day as she turned left on to the Hinterland Way and headed north for Brisbane. She felt an overwhelming sense of sadness as she left the last traces of settlement and headed out through the rolling hills behind Byron Bay. At McLeods Shoot, Melissa pulled the car on to the verge to take in the sweeping view from Mount Warning to Byron Bay Lighthouse. Dolphins were riding the mile-long waves in the distance and eagles soared high above the hills. She sighed as she pulled the car out on to the Pacific Highway again and settled in for the drive north.

      She checked into her hotel room and quickly showered, looking forward to an afternoon of shopping in Queen Street Mall. The phone in her room was ringing as she stepped out of the bathroom.

      ‘Melissa, it's Andrew.’

      She sat down on the bed and caught her breath.

      ‘I was hoping to catch you before you left. Your dad told me where you were staying. I was wondering if we could meet somewhere – today. I need to talk to you – well to give you something, actually.’

      ‘Oh,’ was all she could say.

      ‘My mother left you something and I was hoping to give it to you before you flew out.’

      ‘Where would you like to meet?’ Melissa said calmly, having regained her composure.

      ‘How about Il Centro by the river?’

      ‘Lovely,’ she smiled into the phone. ‘I’ll see you at one.’

      ‘Great. I look forward to it.’

      Melissa returned the phone to its cradle but remained seated on the bed for several moments.

      What would Emily want to give me?’ she wondered. She opened her suitcase to examine the contents and quickly decided upon a white and gold linen suit and a pair of pearl earrings. Melissa knew she looked confident although the impression was only an illusion, disguising the tumultuous way she felt.
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      Andrew was already seated when she arrived at the restaurant. He stood as she approached the table, reached out for both her hands, and brought her close towards him.

      ‘I'm so pleased I was able to get hold of you before you flew out – we’ve so much to catch up on.’

      She said nothing, but nodded in agreement, as she sat down in the chair being offered by the waiter.

      ‘So,’ he continued, ‘did you manage to resolve everything?’

      ‘You never were a shrinking violet, were you Andrew Wyatt?’

      ‘Well, we used to be able to share anything with each other,’ Andrew returned.

      ‘That was a long time ago.’

      ‘It wasn't that long ago – and some things never change.’

      ‘Maybe,’ she paused. ‘Why don't you tell me what you’ve been doing these last five years?’

      ‘That's a pretty good diversionary question which I’ll let you get away with just this once,’ he smiled. ‘I always pictured myself as the high flying corporate lawyer - working for a prestigious firm, bringing in the big dollars, driving a convertible BMW – well, that's what I've got - but it doesn't feel as good as I imagined it would. Some of my clients have values I just don’t identify with – and I don't feel like I'm doing anything worthwhile, or that gives something back.’ He paused and looked into the bottom of his wine glass. ‘So, I’ve accepted a position with the Queensland Legal Aid Commission, starting in a month’s time.’

      ‘And it only took you five years to figure it out,’ she teased him. ‘Not bad, Wyatt.’

      ‘Of course, I would have figured it out a lot sooner if you'd been here to set me straight,’ he retorted, laughing.

      ‘Ah, but sometimes we need to struggle with the pain of a poor decision to learn what should have been obvious from the start.’

      He looked deeply into her eyes.

      ‘I've missed you. Why did you go away?’

      ‘I guess I needed to make a poor decision,’ she replied matter-of-factly.

      ‘The menu, madam and sir,’ the waiter interrupted.

      His timing didn’t suit Andrew, but provided Melissa with the opportunity to avoid answering his searching questions.

      ‘The soup of the day is pumpkin and smokehouse bacon swirled with cream, and the Chef's recommendation for the main meal is baked barramundi.’

      They perused the menu, but both were distracted by the direction in which their conversation was heading.

      ‘The special sounds lovely,’ said Melissa.

      ‘Make that two Chef's specials,’ Andrew added, anxious to get rid of him.

      He looked at Melissa, and raised his glass to hers. She smiled and lifted her wine glass to his. ‘Here's to,’ he paused, ‘fewer poor decisions.’

      ‘Agreed,’ she responded as their glasses clinked.

      ‘Oh,’ he said as he remembered the reason for their lunch. He reached into his pocket, pulled out a small velvet covered box and placed it on the table in front of her. ‘Mum's gift to you.’

      She opened the box. Inside was a beautiful antique bracelet, set alternately with emeralds and rubies. She stared at the bracelet, overwhelmed by its beauty.

      ‘Well try it on, silly,’ he said, breaking her trance. He removed the bracelet from its case and fastened the clip around her wrist.

      ‘Beautiful,’ she said softly. She looked up from the bracelet to find Andrew watching her intently. She smiled at him and then quickly returned to examining the bracelet.

      The waiter brought their meals, which they hardly touched as they enjoyed sharing stories. Their conversation was filled with warmth and laughter, but avoided moving to difficult areas. A sharp signal from Andrew's phone abruptly interrupted their conversation. He grimaced as he read the message. He looked at his watch and smiled. ‘Oops – did you realise it’s half past three? Unfortunately, very unfortunately I have to get back to the office. I’m s’posed to be in a meeting.’

      She nodded and stood up to say goodbye. He took her left hand and brought her closer to him. He leaned forward and kissed her gently on the lips. His lips were soft and warm. Her heart started beating quickly.

      ‘It's been so good to see you’ he said. He ran his finger down the side of her face. His phone again started beeping, furiously demanding his attention.

      They said their goodbyes and Andrew picked up his briefcase, thrust three hundred-dollar bills into the surprised waiter’s hand and strode out of the restaurant, and out of her life once more. She sat down, picking up her half-empty glass of white wine and started swirling the contents around absentmindedly. She took a sip, and smiled as she remembered the warmth of the afternoon’s discussion. Her eyes took in the gentle activity on the Brisbane River. The paddle steamer, the Kookaburra Queen, moved gracefully up the river until it had passed under the Story Bridge and out of sight. This time tomorrow, she'd be on a plane en route to Boston. She'd given Boston and Jonathan so little thought since she'd been away. He’d be back from Canada within the week and she knew she’d have to have made a decision about the future by then.

      She picked up her handbag and made her way back to the hotel. All the shops were closing as she strolled up Edward Street and she smiled as she reflected on how different her 'shopping' afternoon had been to what she’d expected.
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      Back at the hotel, she relaxed in the bath for over an hour and took time brushing her dark, shoulder-length hair. Her thoughts returned to their graduation dinner, five years previously. It had initially been a magical evening. She’d moved easily among Andrew's friends.

      Friends, good friends – that was all she’d ever been, or ever wanted from Andrew, until that evening. The situation had suited them both. Melissa had relished the freedom of living away from her parents while she was at Uni. A serious relationship would have been a threat to her new life. Andrew's attitude was very similar, although in contrast to Melissa, who avoided being involved with anyone, Andrew had had a string of relationships – never long or serious. They never discussed them, and they’d never been a threat to their friendship.

      She’d been enjoying her third glass of wine that evening when Angela Morton joined her. Angela was in her second year in business studies and was Andrew's current girlfriend. She had short dark curly hair and beautiful olive skin. ‘It's been a lovely evening, hasn't it?’ Angela offered.

      Melissa nodded and smiled. ‘Only twelve months until it’s your turn,’ she said.

      ‘Well, twenty-four months actually – I'm going to defer Uni for twelve months so I can travel to Europe with Andrew next year.’

      ‘Oh,’ was all Melissa could reply. She was stunned. Although they’d never formalised their plans, they’d often talked about spending six months travelling through Europe by rail. Melissa was overcome with jealousy and betrayal. She hurried out of the ballroom, heading nowhere in particular, but anxious to put distance between herself and Angela. She’d regained her composure by the time she reached the edge of the car park.

      ‘You're being ridiculous,’ she scolded herself, ‘what are you getting upset about, anyway? It's not that big a deal.’ She managed to calm herself and sat on a low wall to try to make sense of her feelings. She didn't understand the pit in the bottom of her stomach. It was slowly dawning on her that she cared far more deeply for Andrew than she’d ever admitted to herself. She sighed, stood up, and ran her fingers through her hair. Her pride made her determined to hide her feelings from him. She returned to the ballroom.

      Andrew and Angela were sitting with friends. Melissa forced a smile as she approached the table. He looked up at her quizzically.

      ‘May I have the pleasure of your company for the next dance?’ she asked politely.

      ‘Certainly,’ he returned with a wide smile. She could see Angela was not impressed. They moved easily around the dance floor together. ‘Where have you been?’ he whispered softly in her ear, ‘I've missed you.’ Melissa was furious, but maintained her composure.

      ‘I've been around – talking to Graeme, and Angela, actually Angela was telling me about your planned overseas trip together.’

      ‘Ahh,’ he closed his eyes and grimaced.

      ‘Look Andrew,  I know that our trip was only a vague idea, maybe just a fool's dream – but I would have appreciated you telling me the dream had ended, rather than hearing it through Angela.’

      ‘It's a little bit complicated,’ he replied sheepishly.

      ‘I'm sure it is,’ she retorted sarcastically. He hadn’t denied what Angela had said. It was obviously true. The song ended and the dancers reluctantly returned to their seats. Melissa was grateful for the opportunity to end their dance and conversation. She was feeling hurt and far less in control of her emotions than she’d planned in the car park. He seemed momentarily lost for words.

      ‘Thank you for the dance,’ he said at last.

      She nodded, turned and left the ballroom. As she approached the outside steps, she heard footsteps behind her.

      ‘Melissa,’ he called out. She stopped but didn't turn around. ‘We need to talk,’ he continued.

      ‘What else is there to say?’ she replied without turning around.

      ‘Stop being so bloody-minded’.

      ‘Go to hell,’ she returned. The tears had begun to stream down her face. She was determined not to let him see her this way. She ran to her car, and drove to her friend Lisa's place to stay the night. The following week she was on her way to Boston. She’d received an interesting offer of work that she’d previously been undecided about. Not anymore. She was going. And as far away from Andrew Wyatt as possible.
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      Two gentle knocks on the door interrupted her thoughts and dragged attention from the pain of that evening to the reality of her marbled bathroom. She tightened the sash on her midnight-blue, satin dressing gown and walked to the door. She was startled to see Andrew standing in the hallway.

      ‘You forgot the bracelet's case, or I must have collected it accidentally,’ he said sheepishly as he passed the case to her.

      ‘Thank you,’ she said. She hesitated for a moment. Should she ask him in? Was that foolish? Maybe they did need to talk. ‘Would you like a coffee?’

      He nodded and walked past as she held the door open. As she filled the kettle, and found the coffee cups, she was aware that he was watching her. He was leaning on the archway to the kitchenette with a thoughtful expression on his face. Neither spoke as she poured the water and added the milk. She’d made hundreds of cups of coffee for him so didn't think to ask him how he liked it. As she passed him his cup, he said softly, ‘Where did we go wrong?’

      She put her coffee cup down to avoid scalding herself and looked directly at him.

      ‘It's too late.’ She dropped her head and looked at her bare feet, unable to meet his eyes any longer.

      ‘I'm not going to let you run away from this conversation. It's been too long coming.’ He stepped closer towards her. ‘Please look at me.’

      As she looked up, she was aware of how close he was standing to her. Her heart started beating rapidly. She opened her mouth to speak, but Andrew covered her mouth with his, and kissed her long and deeply. She didn't want him to stop. His hands slipped beneath her dressing gown and held her gently. Her gown floated to the floor and rested at her feet. Waves of passion surged through her body. Suddenly he released her.

      ‘I'm sorry – you look so lovely – I feel so ...’

      ‘Shhh,’ she whispered. ‘Don't say anything.’

      For a few moments, they both stood silently, gazing into each other’s eyes. Melissa shifted the weight between her feet and felt her nightdress strap fall from her shoulder. Andrew reached up to return the strap to her shoulder but stroked the side of her arm instead. Neither spoke. He ran his finger down her graceful neck and along the top of her nightdress. She closed her eyes momentarily and sighed. When she opened her eyes, Andrew was watching her closely. He slipped his hand under her nightie and cupped her breast with his hand. Her nipples hardened at his touch and he stroked them gently with his thumb. Melissa had never felt so naked, so sensual, and so wanting to make love. She pushed her left strap off her shoulder and her nightdress joined her dressing gown on the floor in a crumpled heap. Andrew's eyes devoured her.

      ‘My God, you're beautiful,’ he sighed.

      In one swift movement, he swept her up in his arms and carried her into the bedroom.

      ‘Melissa,’ he said gently, ‘I want to…’

      She smiled and started unbuttoning his shirt. She slipped her hands under his shirt and stroked his chest. He undressed quickly and lay down on the bed beside her. He had waited so long for this moment that he was determined to savour every minute. He pulled her towards him and kissed her again. As his tongue probed deeper and deeper within her mouth, she could feel a pulsating rhythm between her legs. His lips followed the line of her neck until he once again found her breasts. He nuzzled each nipple between his teeth and gently removed her lace underwear.

      His hand moved over her breasts, along her stomach and down to her pubic mound. He stroked her dark curly tufts gently and began to expertly explore the warm, moist folds between her legs. Melissa groaned. She could feel his firm, smooth penis rocking against her leg. She rolled on her side and guided his penis towards the gentle throbbing. He entered her slowly, determined to relish every moment. She arched her back, and grasped his penis with her inner muscles. He rolled on top of her and surged forward. All thought of control was lost as he responded to her urging for him. Melissa clenched her teeth and sighed as tiny explosions erupted in her body. Andrew shivered as he came, moments later.

      Neither felt the need to speak, as
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