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Melissa moved quickly through the corridors as she neared the examining rooms. Pushing through the plastic doors, she studied the patients crammed into the ER. People sat in rows, their faces wearing expressions of frustration and pain. As Melissa scanned the area, it was clear that some patients required urgent medical attention, while others presented with conditions better treated in the clinic. People presented at the emergency rooms with simple conditions that a GP could treat, and often became agitated when the staff treated others before them. Still, many others arrived in severe condition or with illnesses, and the staff triaged the patients, treating the sickest first.
As a nurse practitioner, Melissa helped care for less severely injured patients in the ER, thereby clearing the floor quickly and allowing doctors to focus on the very ill or critically injured patients. Sometimes, Melissa spent her entire shift in the ER, and when the situation wasn’t urgent, she spent time in the hospital's clinic. Today was a monumental day for her as this shift was her final requirement for her diploma. There were days when she thought she would never complete her course, days when she was so tired that her brain ached, but there was a sense of satisfaction amidst all the trials. When she walked from the hospital today, sadness would tinge the excitement of returning home to begin her married life with James.

Initially, when the university accepted Melissa, she briefly considered declining the offer and remaining in Fleetwood with her long-time boyfriend. Still, James encouraged her to take up the offer and promised he would wait. They managed a long-distance relationship over the last four years with few problems. The four-hour trip between Fleetwood and the hospital at Maccy was doable on long weekends and holidays. James sometimes took a few days’ sick leave, and they spent an idyllic week together, even though she had to work. It had been so long since she had seen James, and his inability to be at her graduation hurt, but he promised they would have their celebration when she returned. 

Even though Melissa looked forward to the graduation celebration, she was more excited, wondering when James would propose. The last time he visited was six months ago, and during that visit, he discussed the plans for their wedding. Melissa understood that his wealthy family, prominent in the community, would bring more guests than she wanted, but she could compromise on the guest list if she could organise most of the other details. When she laughed at James during his last visit, she said planning their wedding was premature when he hadn’t proposed. James assured her that when the time was right, he would make the most romantic proposal ever.

As the afternoon dragged on, Melissa found herself checking her watch. Would her shift never end? She treated many patients, most of whose conditions could be treated with over-the-counter medication. Once the ER was almost empty, Melissa walked back to her locker to pack up the medical equipment she intended to take, then started a round of goodbyes. Some colleagues were casual with their farewells, but a few of her closest friends hugged her and shed tears at the thought of her imminent departure. Melissa hoped to forge strong bonds when she started working at the Fleetwood Community Hospital.

Excitement welled as she made her way to her tiny flat, and Melissa felt giddy with anticipation. Today was the last day she would make the trip from the hospital to her flat, but the need to navigate traffic snarls settled her somewhat. Melissa parked in the residents' car park and walked toward her apartment. The block of flats housed an assortment of students and medical staff attached to the hospital, and as soon as Melissa handed in her keys, another person with dreams and aspirations would take her place. Melissa scanned her empty apartment for the last time. Over the last few days, she packed her non-essentials and sent them home via courier. With a couple of changes of clothes, her toiletries and knick-knacks packed in a small suitcase, Melissa closed the door on her life in Maccy for the last time. Tomorrow, she would be home with her family and her soon-to-be fiancé. Melissa would spend her last night in town at a motel and start early the next day. While eager to get on the road, she had promised her dad that she wouldn’t set out for home after a long shift and intended to keep her word. 

Even though she was tired from her long day, Melissa found it hard to sleep in unfamiliar surroundings. She had chosen a motel just off the freeway to get away during the lull before the rush hour in the morning. The flaw in her plan soon became evident as the traffic continued to drone on throughout the night. A fleet of trucks sped past, engaging their air brakes as the road’s gradient changed, and sleeping here was a lost cause. After tossing and turning for hours, Melissa finally slipped into a restless sleep, only to be woken too soon by her alarm. 

Still sleepy after her restless night, Melissa looked for an off-ramp along the freeway. When she finally spied a sign for a cafe with coffee and a breakfast menu, she slid across the lanes and exited the highway. The smell of food cooking drew Melissa towards a small building nestled against a rocky outcrop. The décor was outdated, but she surmised that the food must be edible by the number of customers already settled at the tables and booths. A friendly middle-aged woman smiled as Melissa approached the counter. With her breakfast ordered, Melissa slipped into an empty cubicle and inhaled the contents of the coffee cup she held in her hand.

Melissa looked around the shop as she enjoyed her meal. The patrons appeared to be mostly regulars, as the server knew most of them by name. What must it be like to work in a place where you know your customers’ names? Melissa guessed she would soon find out what it was like to know her customers because Fleetwood wasn’t a big town, and she thought she might bump into people she knew now and then. After finishing her breakfast, Melissa thought about texting James and her parents. But since she was a day early, she decided to surprise them both, including her fiancé. Feeling ready, Melissa put a water bottle in the drink holder and headed off for Fleetwood.

Although the trip wasn’t long in terms of road miles, Melissa stopped for a walk around and a toilet break after two hours of driving. Her concentration started to slip as she neared Fleetwood, due to her long shift and a restless night. Not wanting to arrive sweaty and dishevelled, she pulled into the service station on the outskirts of town. Melissa was eager to surprise her parents and James. After a quick visit to the ladies' room to change her clothes and refill her water bottle, she continued with her journey. She was ready to surprise her parents and James. 

Melissa beamed as she cruised through the familiar streets. After four years, this was where she had intended to work and live; if God willed it, she would raise her children here in this small town. Melissa decided to call on her parents first; they would be upset if somebody else told them she was in town. But when she pulled into the driveway of her childhood home, it was clear that nobody was home. She chuckled to herself. The problem with surprising people was that they didn’t stay home to greet you because they didn’t know you were coming. Oh well, she’d catch up with her parents later. She hoped James was home, or this surprise would fail. James lived in an enormous mansion with his parents in the most exclusive part of town. Despite growing up in the lap of luxury, James never put on airs or talked down to people. Since primary school, the two had been friends, and given their long friendship, they had never had a serious falling-out.

When puberty hit, Melissa began to see James as a man and realised she wanted more than friendship from her friend. She knew he wanted more when she caught James looking at her differently.

Melissa and James went effortlessly from friendship into a romantic relationship. The streets around James’ parents’ house usually lacked cars because residents parked in their garages or driveways, but today, cars lined the streets. Damn, just my luck, thought Melissa. His parents were holding a party, and if she wanted to see James, she would have to run the gauntlet of disapproval when Mrs Cartwright saw her clothes. The guests at this party were bound to have dressed to the nines, and Melissa’s simple sundress and sandals wouldn’t make the grade. What to do? But now that she had made it this far, Melissa decided to try to grab James before his mother realised she was there. Maybe they could slip away without anyone noticing.

Melissa drove into the adjoining street and parked her car. As she trekked back towards the house, she recognised some vehicles parked at intervals. Melissa felt a little peeved that James’ parents invited their friends but not her. Did James think she couldn’t get away a day early? Couldn’t he at least check with her before making assumptions? Melissa’s good mood dimmed as she walked towards the entrance. Once she and James were alone, she would quiz him about the party he had invited most of their friends to, but he did not include her.

When Melissa entered the room, the size of the function surprised her. Mrs Cartwright had excelled herself; this must be the most enormous function the woman had held. As Melissa dodged through groups of people, they stared and began whispering. Melissa didn’t know what the weird vibe was about, but the sooner she found James, the better. Looking around the room, ignoring the smirks and whispers, she spied James among the guests at the back. She strode through the crowd with a relieved sigh until she stood before James. A bottle-blonde, rake-thin woman clung to his arm. James’ expression when he saw her was not the look of adoration one should give their girlfriend after a long absence. Melissa waited for the shocked look on her boyfriend’s face to disappear, but his look of surprise changed to guilt. What the hell was going on, Melissa thought.

“Hello, James. I thought I would surprise you, but the surprise is all mine. What is going on here? Who is that woman hanging all over you?”

It appeared as though James could not answer, so the woman held up her hand to show Melissa the enormous engagement ring she wore.

“We are having our engagement party, and I don’t believe we invited you.”

Melissa swayed on her feet, her face pale with shock. Her shaking hand went to her throat as she tried to gain composure. In a thready whisper, she said,

“Your engagement? James, how could you do this? I thought that was supposed to be my ring. You spent the last holiday with me planning our wedding, and I came home to find it all a cruel hoax. Why would you do that? How long have you been dating this woman?”

James found his voice at last. 

“We’ve been dating for about nine months, but babe, it isn’t what it seems. We need to talk later.”

Melissa stepped back. Anger infused her voice. 

“Nine months? You’ve been with that plastic woman for nine months, and in that time, you continued to sleep with me and date me? We should have talked a long time ago, not later. Answer me this: Is your engagement with that woman real?” 

When James didn’t answer, the woman beside him said, “Of course, the engagement is real. Are you stupid? Why would we hold an engagement party if this were a charade?” Melissa lifted her chin in defiance and said, “Then, James, I don’t believe we have anything to discuss.”

James looked miserable, but Melissa could not sympathise with her former beau. How could he do this to her? The party-goers were riveted to their spots by the unfolding drama. Melissa swung around to look at the crowd watching on.

“I thought some of you were my friends. Not one of you people thought to tell me that James was cheating on me? Are you such pathetic social climbers that you were afraid to offend Mrs Cartwright? Sadly, it seems that you were only my friends because you thought I’d be Mrs Carwight Junior.” Melissa let out a laugh.
“If you’re so interested in ingratiating yourself with Mrs Cartwright, I challenge you to be friends with the new chick. She appears to have never had an original thought in her life; your conversations with her should be riveting. Maybe she can tell you where she got her boob job done and who she gets to give her the Botox injections.”
An outraged shriek sounded from behind Melissa. Swinging back around, Melissa plastered a smile on her face.

“Sorry, honey, did I give away your secrets? Never mind, these people don’t care who you are or what you look like; they want to be near you when you splash money around.”

Stalking towards the man who had betrayed her, Melissa said,

“James, don’t bother with your pathetic excuse that this is not what it seems. If that is the case, take the damn ring off Barbie there and give it to me. No/? I thought not. This engagement party and your fiancé are exactly what they appear to be. What happened to the honest, truthful boy I loved? You’re nothing but a liar and a cheat.”

Melissa glared at the woman James had made his fiancée.

“By the way, honey, if he would cheat on me, someone he has known for twenty-five years, it will only be a matter of time before he cheats on you. You’re welcome to him and his battle-axe of a mother. Congratulations, James, whatever convinced you to marry the plastic lady, I hope it was worth it.” 

With her head held high, Melissa stalked from the room. She would not let these people see her distress. Once she left the room, the conversation bubbled over. Some people had the decency to look embarrassed, but most discussed the incident as though it were the most entertaining sight of the year. James ' new fiancé tittered.

“Well, that was entertaining.”

James glared at his fiancée. “I just broke Melissa’s heart, and you think it was entertaining? You are an unfeeling bitch, and this marriage had better bring the results promised to me. And right now, I can’t stomach looking at you. Go and gossip with your bitchy friends. I’m not giving up everything I wanted for no reward.”
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Melissa held her head high as she exited the party; no one would see her tears. When Melissa reached her car, her hands shook, and her breath came in short gasps. The life she had planned was now a crumbled ruin. She struggled to keep her fingers still enough to unlock the car door, and the tears that ran down her face made the task more difficult. Once she managed to open the door, Melissa sat in the car, staring out of the windscreen. Not only had she lost her best friend and boyfriend, but she had also lost her childhood friends. How could James blindside her like this? Didn’t he have any affection for her after years of being together? Did he think the news would not reach her after she arrived in town? The only thing worse than arriving at his engagement party would be people smirking and laughing as she set up her life in the city, oblivious to James’s betrayal. Inside, the guests would be gossiping and sniggering at the spectacle she had made of herself at the party. How could she have thought those people were her friends when not one person had given her a warning that James was cheating on her?
Melissa’s first instinct was to go home to her parents and let them comfort her, but since she had decided to surprise everyone, her parents weren’t home. Without a plan, Melissa started her car and headed toward the outskirts of town. A rest area six kilometres from the town centre looked as good a place as any to take refuge. Once she pulled over, her tears came in a torrent. Sobs tore at her throat, and Melissa bolted from the car, emptying the contents of her stomach in the bush surrounding the parking spot. Even when she thought nothing was left to expel, her tummy continued to convulse, and Melissa could do little more than slump on the asphalt until the convulsions ceased. The gravel pressed into her bare legs, but Melissa couldn’t find the energy to move. There was no one in town she could talk to, so rising from the ground seemed like a waste of energy.

Melissa didn’t know how long she had sat on the ground, but finally rose and staggered back to the car. Melissa wondered if her parents were home yet. After rinsing her mouth, she pulled some moist wipes from the container in the glove box and cleaned her face. She refused to let the locals see her in a total mess and didn’t want to scare her parents. Even though tears continued to trickle down her face, Melissa felt more like herself and was able to face her parents. On her slow drive back into town, she tried to determine what had gone wrong between James and herself. How could the guy be planning their wedding six months ago and date another woman simultaneously? The questions without
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