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CHAPTER 1
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‘KARL IS DEAD.’

Sam’s words made little sense. The blood drained from Mandy’s head, and the hair on the back of her neck stood up, making her entire body tremble as if an icy breeze had travelled down her spine. 

She slumped back down on the couch after Sam hung up, the phone still in her hand, staring into space. Hot tears formed in her eyes. Karl was such a strong character. It didn’t seem right he was now dead. An immense sadness for Emma and the kids formed across her chest like a heavy lump of wood; she should have stayed in touch more with her once best friend. 

What happened to the last ten years?

Old memories flooded Mandy's mind. Summer holidays in Lake Haven with Emma, boy crushes, walking down the aisle at Karl and Emma's lavish wedding, beautiful sandstone church, Sam... Ten long days with passionate nights. Hearing his voice again now produced the same heat she had tried so hard to forget all these years. 

She looked around her spacious and modern lounge room: the cream leather sofa and recycled timber furniture, abstract colorful art on the walls, the stainless-steel kitchen with marble benchtops, and two large sliding doors leading onto a huge porch overlooking Griffith Park. Mandy was proud of her success in life and clear in her surroundings, but now it seemed hollow. Karl's death had shocked her to the core. Tears kept coming, triggering a cascade of long-buried emotions.

Sam’s phone call had not only delivered the awful news about Karl but had also somehow awakened a desire and longing mixed with a familiar hurt that no amount of deep breathing could dull. So many memories. So much time had passed since they last saw each other. Her group of old friends at Lake Haven had been so carefree and eager for life. Promising to stay friends forever. But forever is easy to promise when you are young.

She grabbed her phone and tried to write a message to Emma. As a writer, she never struggled for words, but this time, they didn't come easy. Even if they were no longer close friends, they had shared an important part of their past in Lake Haven. She deferred the message and decided to make contact once in the Lakes for the funeral. There was no way she would not support her old friends in this tragic time. 

The soft fur of her feline flatmate rubbed against her leg, and she bent down to stroke the cat's chin.

‘Sorry, Felix, I forgot about you. I’ll get you some dinner now, you poor thing.’ She stood up and walked across to the kitchen, with the platinum-colored Burmese following right behind her, weaving in and out between her legs. While she was dishing out for the cat, she popped a frozen dinner into the microwave for herself, too exhausted to cook.

Mandy slumped back onto the couch with her dinner and rested the fork on her lips. Part of her wished she could go back to ten years ago and do things differently. 

Would he still be so damn good-looking? The strong jaw and kissable soft lips that tasted so good.

At thirty-two, she had never had a relationship longer than six months. She frowned.

Why am I even thinking about Sam like this when our friend Karl has just died? What is wrong with me?

Her favorite spicy Indian dinner had no taste tonight. The terrible news had killed her appetite. She threw it in the bin and decided on a hot shower and an early night instead to clear her mind and prepare for her return to Lake Haven. 

The hot water relaxed her body and slowed her racing mind, but as she stepped out of the shower and wrapped herself in a large, heated, fluffy towel, her body still shivered. She cherished the many happy memories of the Lakes, but would her old friends open wounds best left to heal and cover over? 
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CHAPTER 2
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A SENSE OF ADVENTURE was rushing through Mandy’s body when she was on the road to Lake Haven the following day. She put on her favorite music and leaned back in her car seat. She had agreed to meet Sam at the Lakes local bar for drinks later that day, just for old times' sakes. Her stomach fluttered but almost immediately took a dive as she reminded herself of the real reason she was heading to the Lakes — the funeral. 

Once out of LA and on the I-5, Mandy stretched back in her seat, humming to the tune on the radio. Even though she loved Los Angeles, she never said no to an opportunity to get out of the city and explore fresh places.

The landscape along the highway was flat and monotonous, only broken by giant street signs and road overpasses. She generally flew when visiting her mother in San Francisco, but she needed her car this time to get around Lake Haven. 

She glanced out the side window at the giant power poles and wires flanking the dry and dusty landscape. The roar of her powerful V8 engine in her almost new car had her zooming past the massive long-haul trucks making their daily trips between the major East Coast cities.

Something about the constant sameness of the view made it relaxing. Her eyelids felt heavy, and she put the roof down to get some fresh air. The cool breeze against her skin and her long brown hair flowing as a wild animal mane behind energized her. With a fast car and one-way traffic, she was soon approaching the winery districts closer to Stockton.

The wineries along the road all looked divine, many with winding dirt tracks leading up to the main farmhouses set amongst the colors of the green and purple crops. Mandy could smell the herbal-rich, fruity scent that hung in the air outside. The farms were open for tasting, and all had exquisite gardens, providing wine fans a feast for both their pallets and their eyes. Some even combined their farms with flower growing and had ‘honesty’ stalls at the side of the road for cutting and buying your own bunch of fresh flowers: bright poppies, fuchsias, and lupines. Mandy noticed a tiny winery set back from the road. The sign read ‘Wine - View - Chillax.’

Yes! I should get wine for the house. Besides, I need to pee.

She pulled onto the dirt road leading up to the main house, a large red brick mansion-style building with huge verandas wrapped around all three sides and colorful stained glass bay windows in the roof leading out to tiny balconies. 

A tall, stocky young man with an infectious smile greeted her and led her to a rustic back veranda with a makeshift bar set up for tasting the wines. It was peaceful, with only the sounds of the breeze rustling in the grapevines. Endless paddocks of rolling grape vines adorned the hills to where the land met the sky, dotted with small walking tracks for the manual inspection of the crop and wider tracks for the harvest machinery. In the distance, shrouds of foggy clouds still lingered from the early morning chills. If it hadn't been for the young man asking her if she wanted the wine list, she could have stood there mesmerized by the view forever.

‘Oh, yes, please,’ Mandy said. 'Can I see your white wine list?'

'We also have a sample menu if you're interested. Taste test 5 wines and receive a discount of 20% on any bottles you buy.’

The offer tempted her, but it was still another hour of driving.

‘Thank you. I may just have a glass of your best Sauvignon Blanc and a bottle to take out.’ She handed him her credit card. ‘But I would love to return and explore the samples another day.’ 

He smiled again, a smile that lit up his face. They locked eyes, and she felt his gaze penetrating and questioning, making her blood rush faster.

He was gone for a while but returned with an enormous glass of wine. She wanted to grill him about the place. Her writer’s curiosity was on alert, plus she was in the mood for company.

‘I’m Mandy. Please join me. I’d love to hear about your wines and this gorgeous place.’ She extended her hand, and he greeted her with a firm handshake.

'Ian, thank you. I'd love to join you.’ He continued to stand looking at her. ‘You don’t remember me, do you?'

‘No, but you look familiar,’ she said, more out of politeness than recognition.

‘Your family owns the place on Canton Drive in Lake Haven. I used to be friends with Marc Sonenheim.’ 

‘Ah, must have seen you at their place, maybe. You’ve heard the tragic news about Karl, then?’ she asked, her voice trembling at the reality of saying it out loud. ‘I'm meeting with an old friend tonight, Sam Bolton. You may know him, too.’

‘Yes, terrible shock. I heard about it this morning. Can’t believe it. I’m afraid Marc and I don’t hang out anymore, though. Him living in LA and me busy here...’ he paused for a moment.  'Anyhow, enough sad stuff. Cheers Mandy!'

Ian sat down in the chair next to her and told her about the place and the wines. He explained that growing grapes fascinated him. His passion for his work was inspirational, and his knowledge and information appealed to her constant quest for interesting material.

‘I love this place,’ he said. ‘The lifestyle. It's so peaceful. But sociable as well. Most days, someone drops in to taste my wines. And on special days, I get a visit from a beautiful woman.’ His blue eyes had an intensity to them that Mandy found very appealing yet unnerving. 

‘Might see you on your way back to LA.’ Ian continued. ‘Here is my card. Call beforehand, and I'll be here. I pop into the Lakes too from time to time to get supplies and get myself a good pub meal and a round of beer.’ He laughed. ‘I don't always drink wine.’

Another couple arrived, and Ian had to return to duties. Mandy remained seated, enjoying her wine and the view. 

What a place. Perfect spot for a writer.  

She smiled to herself, looking across at Ian behind the bar, then got up and mouthed a silent goodbye and left.

Soon, she was on the road again, with only another hour to go. She had planned to get to the Lakes by five, but with the detour, it was now looking closer to five-thirty. A sudden loud noise from the back of Mandy's car sent a surge of adrenaline through her body. She slowed the car down and moved to the side of the road. 

Damn! Why here in the middle of nowhere?

She took a deep breath and hopped out of the car to inspect the rear. A flat tire. A nuisance, but at least nothing major. She could fix that in no time. It was now four-thirty. She needed to hurry to avoid getting to the Lakes late. 

She was just about to open the boot and get the spare out when she spotted a car approaching from behind. It seemed to slow down and, sure enough, stopped and parked only meters behind her car. A chill moved down her spine. Funny how the company of a stranger in a city is fine, but out on a lonely road, it made you uneasy. She gripped the jack tighter. The shape was of a stocky male. Her heart was pounding. 

Why did I stop at the winery? I could have been safe and sound in Lake Haven now instead of in the middle of nowhere with a potential madman.

She squinted, trying to make out the face, but the car windows were too dark. No movement could be seen. 

Do I get back in my car?

After what seemed like an eternity, the door swung open. To her relief, a smiling face greeted her, and the familiar voice of the winery owner, Ian, made her almost cry.

‘What have we here? Looks like I arrived just at the right time. You left your Visa card behind, and I spotted it not long after you left. I was hoping I’d catch up to you. Looks like this flat tire did us both a favour.’ He beamed his smile, and she melted. 

‘Thank you, Ian. What a kind gesture. So silly of me for not even realizing my card was missing.’

Ian offered to help and took the jack from her hand. For a split second, her chest tightened. The jack had been her only weapon. In the back of her mind, something not yet explainable was brewing. 

Ian changed the tire in no time. She smiled with a slight sigh of relief and thanked him for his trouble. When she moved to shut the boot, she sensed his presence right behind her. She turned, looking into his blazing eyes penetrating her own.

‘This flat tire seems to have given me a perfect opportunity...’ he said in a husky voice.

A chill ran down Mandy’s neck, making her shiver.

Ian's muscular body was only inches away. ‘You've been too kind, Ian. But I must go, or I’ll be late for my meeting with Sam,’ she said, her voice trembling.

‘Sam spam,’ Ian laughed. ‘I have you right here on this beautiful quiet country road, or Sam waiting in a noisy pub! That's an easy decision.' 

She wasn’t sure if he was mocking her or threatening her. All she knew was she wanted to get back into the safety of her car and leave. No matter how good-looking and young he was, it meant nothing now.

The infectious smile was still on his face, but his eyes had a fire-like appearance.

Chemistry or madness? 

‘I must go, Ian. Thanks again.’ She blurted, turning away from him and moving to the front door of the car. But he was faster and was soon in front of her again.

He grinned, and this time, it reduced her to a child rather than a desired woman. How quickly your perception of someone can change depending on the circumstance you are in. At the winery, she had been at ease in Ian's company. In fact, she had enjoyed it. Here, she wanted to flee. He held the door so she could not close it and looked her straight in the eyes. 

‘I'll let you go. I can see I have spooked you. I apologize. But I hope to see you the next time I'm in the Lakes. Perhaps we can have dinner someplace where you will feel more comfortable.’

She mumbled goodbye and sped off as soon as the door closed, leaving Ian standing at the side of the road.
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CHAPTER 3
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FINALLY, IN LAKE HAVEN, Mandy stopped in the driveway of her family’s holiday cottage. It had been a long time since her last visit, but nothing seemed to have changed as she drove along the main road with its colorful timber houses and willow trees along the footpath, which fronted blooming spring gardens. 

It was strange walking in through the front door and seeing the familiar hallway still adorned with warm coats and hats on the wooden rack. Family photos and familiar art pieces lined the walls leading into the lounge room. The sight and smell of her mother’s love of lavender brought back memories. Nostalgia and a longing for the past tightened her throat, followed by an overwhelming need to cry.   

'I must go visit Ma this weekend. Been too long,' she said out loud to herself. In the last six months, she had not made time for a regular visit to her mother in San Francisco.

Her favourite photo was still on top of the oak mantelpiece: her parents sitting on a bench outside their house in South Australia, Mandy in her father’s lap, and David, her half-brother, standing between her parents, all holding hands. She remembered her dad’s friend trying to take the photo.

‘Stop moving and look here, Mandy,’ the friend had instructed, waving one hand in the air to get her attention.

‘She can’t sit still. Too much of her mum’s restless feet. Remember, I had to use all my charms to get this traveling Yankee girl to stop here long enough to marry me,’ her father had teased, kissing her mother.

‘One day, you will come wandering with me. All of us road-tripping in a camper van across the US.’ Her mother had beamed. ‘I want you to see my home country and meet the rest of my family.’ 

Mandy had loved it when David visited. She had looked up at him.

‘Why do you have to go tomorrow? Can’t you stay here with us?’

‘You know. I’ve got to go back to my mum, to school. Back in Sydney,’ David explained. ‘But I’ll see you in the next school holidays.’

They had all hugged tighter just in time for a perfect family shot. 

She remembered her parents being so in love. Her Dad always returned from his four weeks working in the mines with small, thoughtful gifts for them all. Not lavish gifts, just little tokens of love. Often books that her father would read out loud before bedtime. She remembered sitting on his lap, snuggled into his embrace, listening to his every word, feeling loved and safe. It was their daily ritual when he was home.  

The house would fill with laughter then, and friends would come over for afternoon BBQs and long nights of talking and laughing. Her mother’s eyes would sparkle, and her smile spoke of a deep love that would last a lifetime. When her father died, part of her mother died too, and they returned to the US to be closer to her family. Mandy had heard her mother crying every night and had curled up a little tighter in her bed in their strange new place. They both settled into life without him, and Mandy never saw or heard from David again. Her mother would post her drawings to him, but she never received a reply. It was like he had died, too. 

Mandy touched the photo and ran her finger across her father’s handsome face before putting it back on the mantel with a quiet sigh, whispering, ‘Wish you and David could have seen this place and seen me now. Miss you both.’ 

For a moment, she once again contemplated if she should try to locate her long-lost half-brother.

What if he doesn't want to be found? Maybe he has turned into a total a-hole like so many men I have known.

She turned, wiping a single tear from her cheek, and continued walking through the rooms of the cottage, breathing in the smells and memories that came flooding in. She stopped and put her bags in her old bedroom with walls in a soft yellow framing the view of the garden outside. A lush green manicured lawn flanked by colorful rose bushes and giant willows were always cared for by Peter, the hired handyperson who looked after the house when they were away. He had left a note for her on the kitchen table.

‘Welcome back, Mandy. I’ll pop in tomorrow and say hello.’

***
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MANDY PACKED HER THINGS away, had a quick shower, and put on a fresh pair of jeans, a white shirt, and her favorite sandals. She kept her long hair out, just pinned back with a shell comb showing off her high cheekbones and dark lashes. Casual and sexy. One last check in the mirror on her way out produced a smile on her face and a few tightening thrills in her stomach. It had been months since she had been on a date and much longer since her last night with Sam. 

They had first met at Karl and Emma’s wedding. Instant chemistry. They remained inseparable for the next ten days and nights. Mandy, a young twenty-two-year-old, had gone to places no other man had ever taken her. 

She inspected herself one last time in the mirror and couldn't help noticing the blush across her neck and cheeks. 

What is this man going to do to me in the flesh if the mere memory does this?

Mandy closed the front door behind her and stepped out into the cooling air. Her mind and body were a mixture of excitement, anticipation, and a fair amount of trepidation about meeting Sam again.

The weather threatened rain, so she drove rather than walked the short distance. The last thing she wanted was to arrive drenched for her first meeting with Sam after all this time. 

After parking in front of the local bar, she made her way to the front door. Her stomach tightened in knots. ‘Calm down!’ she told herself as she walked through the door of the venue. Her eyes soon adjusted to the dim light inside, and she scanned the room as she walked through the front area toward the bistro. She was never comfortable entering a bar by herself, but she straightened up and sauntered past the row of stools, feeling the eyes of several men leering at her. When she spotted a tall man stand up and wave to her, a silent sigh of relief escaped her throat. Sam! She recognized his piercing eyes and dark goatee, and he still seemed to have that chiseled build she remembered. She walked up to him and offered her hand in greeting when he pulled her into a big bear hug. They stood like that for what seemed forever when, as if on cue, they both moved apart. He fumbled with his own glass. 

‘It’s wonderful to see you, Mandy. Can I get you a drink?’

‘Yes, thank you. I’d love a white wine.’ She smiled. 

She watched him walk away with strong, confident strides, the signs of a man who knows his body is worth watching. Tight arse, strong legs, narrow hips, and broad shoulders. Still as irresistible as she remembered him.

Sam soon returned with another beer for himself and a glass of wine for Mandy. 

‘So, how are you? God, it’s been ages! Sorry to be the one to call you about Karl,’ Sam started. ‘Such terrible news.’

‘It’s so awful, Sam,’ she answered. ‘Shocking. Seems like only yesterday we were all together for the wedding. I feel bad for not staying in touch more. How about you? When did you last see Karl?’

Sam told Mandy about his last visit to see Emma and Karl, his voice hoarse with emotions. The boys had been close friends, but Mandy could tell that Emma and Sam had a special bond as well. 

They spoke about their memories of both Karl and Emma. At times, they laughed out loud, but other times, silence followed their stories about Karl. Mandy tried to lighten the mood.

‘I remember when Karl and the guys returned after their first fishing adventure with fish still wrapped in take-out paper.’

‘Disgraceful. Karl and I never stooped that low. We caught fish with our bare hands.’ Sam laughed out loud.

‘We all have a lot of glorious memories of Karl. He had a heart of gold. He adored Emma and never judged her background.’

Sam looked up. ‘What do you mean?’

‘Well, they were from different worlds. His family was very influential and wealthy. Emma had no family to speak of and no money,’ she added.

‘Well, she will have it now,’ he said, looking down into his drink, then changed the subject back to Mandy.

She spoke about her life in LA, her success, and her love of writing. She told him about the pitch she had put in for a large player. Sam listened intently, looking deep into her eyes with keen interest. At times, Mandy noticed his eyes wandering, stopping at her mouth and then slowly further down her body.

‘Writing! Sounds fascinating. Good luck with the pitch.’ His eyes held her gaze as he leaned toward her. ‘I think you took off to Amsterdam to study writing last I saw you. When you left me broken-hearted.’ Sam grinned; his eyes full of cheeky merriment.

‘Yes, I stayed for a year, then returned, missed the US and my mother.’ She grinned back, her pulse skipping away.

‘And me?’ Sam laughed as he pulled her into a playful bear hug. 

Why was he playing with her? He was the one who never stayed in touch.

‘Yes, I did miss you, Sam. To be honest, I secretly hoped you would have come across to join me.’ Mandy pulled away from the bearhug and giggled nervously when he didn’t reply. ‘It’s all good, Sam. We were young back then.’ 

‘Maybe now is our time?’ Sam looked into her eyes.

‘Who knows, Sam. Slowly, slowly.’ Mandy returned his gaze, but on the inside, her heart raced, and a slow panic was forming in her chest.

Was she ready to start anything with Sam again after their past, after the hurt? The sensations in her body whenever he moved closer to her shouted a big yes. It would be so easy to just go with it and not resist.  

They resumed their conversation, trying to catch up on what had happened in their lives since the last time they spoke. Sam’s IT consultancy travels across the country, moving back to the Lakes to be closer to his older dad, who had suffered a stroke. They spoke of their hobbies, favorite movies, and everything old friends would want to know. Mandy noticed there was no mention of a girlfriend. 

When she asked if he had a special lady in his life, she noticed a slight hesitation in his answer.

‘No special lady at the moment, but I’m working on it.’ He replied.

She noticed the cheeky glint in his eyes, and warmth spread over her face. She felt it in her whole body, a heat pulsating through her. His intense grey eyes and flirtatious manner melted away at her resolve. But she was determined not to act on old feelings. It had been ten years. This time, there would be no rush job on the sandy beach of the lake. The memory sent more heat into her loins. 

Remembering his lips and how she had allowed them to move down her neck and chest. 

‘Can I kiss them?’ he had asked, lying next to her on the sand, glancing at her erect nipples aching for touch. 

‘Yes,’ she had whispered, her voice hoarse with young, passionate desire. 

Sam’s hands seemed to know just where to go, and his body heat sent electricity soaring through every part of her. She had never wanted someone as much as she wanted Sam that night. He had been so tender and had brought her to a new place of sexual desire. 

OMG! Stop it.

To distract herself from the heat of the memory and the effect of several rounds of drinks, she offered to get some snacks and stood up to move across to the bistro area for some spicy wedges. That’s when she spotted that familiar stocky shape.
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CHAPTER 4
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HER HEART POUNDED LIKE a giant hammer against her chest. Was it really him? Had Ian followed her? She shivered. She didn’t think he had seen her, so she bought the wedges and rushed back to the table. 

‘Thanks, Mandy,’ Sam's smile changed to a frown. ‘Geez, you look like you’ve just seen a ghost. You ok?’

‘I think a guy I met on the way here is in the bar area,’ she started. 

‘What do you mean ‘met’? Didn’t you just drive straight here?’ Sam asked.

‘Yes, but I stopped to stretch my legs and get some wine. I met the owner and had a great chat about the winery. He seemed pleasant, but ...’ She told Sam the full story about the winery and the car trouble, how Ian had made her feel uncomfortable and threatened. 

‘I know who you are talking about. Ian Larsen. He used to hang out with Karl’s brother, Marc. Not sure what happened, but Marc and he had a falling out. He’s a strange character. A loner. Stays at the vineyard.’ Sam told her. ‘He is odd but harmless. And I think he dislikes me. Seems to take great delight in chasing after any woman I’m showing the slightest interest in. No idea why. Except I’ve got great taste in women.’ He laughed. ‘Listen, are you sure it was Ian over there? It is rare to see him in town.’

‘Pretty sure, but it was hard to see his face,’ she said, now in doubt.

‘Would you like me to go check it out? I can have a “friendly” chat with him,’ he suggested.

‘Aww, that’s sweet of you to offer, Sam. But I want him to know I’m not afraid of him. I can’t let him get away with harassing me if he is. Wait here, I’ll go have another look.’

She walked back to the bar area, but Ian was nowhere in sight. A guy looking like Ian, but not as stocky, was leaning against the bar. 

Was I so paranoid I mistook this man for Ian? 

She returned to the table somewhat relieved, telling Sam she could have been mistaken, and his charm soon had her forget about Ian. She listened spellbound to the stories of his life over the last ten years. 

‘I loved the traveling part of my role at Hammond Technology. Exploring unknown places all over America. It was great for a long time. I once stopped at this small town in Nebraska for an overnighter, and the local hotel owner invited me to the town street party. I think she took a liking to me, but her boyfriend didn’t. Had to leave town in a hurry. I’d done nothing, but the boyfriend was not convinced. A real bummer. That place had excellent service,’ Sam chuckled.

‘Too funny! Why doesn’t that surprise me? You charming the female population and being chased out of town?’

Sam continued talking, leaning closer to Mandy, the heat from his leg against hers. Sex seemed to evaporate out of every pore on his body. She remembered being in his arms with his full lips all over her neck and mouth. That first night on the lakeshore.

Her heart pulsated too fast, and she would have blushed if he hadn't stood up to go to the bathroom, giving her time to compose herself. 

Damn, Sam! How am I going to resist this man?

***
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SOON, THE BARTENDER signaled for the last round of drinks. Mandy pushed her half-empty glass to the side and stood up. 

‘Tonight was just what I needed, Sam: fun night in splendid company. But I can’t fit in another drink. Call it a night?’

‘Let's,’ he agreed. 

‘Oh, I've got my car here,’ Mandy said with a slight giggle. ‘But I better not drive.’ 

‘Let me walk you home,’ he said, hooking his arm into hers.

They started the fifteen-minute walk to her mother’s house. Heavy dark clouds consumed any light left, and the chilly spring air pushed them to walk faster. Dressed only in T-shirts and jeans, they both shivered. 

‘I'm cold. Keep me warm,’ he joked, slipping his arm around her waist. 

The heat emanated from his arms and body across Mandy’s, melting away her resolve to not rush into anything with him. ‘Make no life-changing decisions during major events in your life,’ her counselor’s voice repeated in her mind. But the inferno-like heat in her groin drowned out any sensible thoughts. 

Only five minutes away, the clouds burst, dumping huge, wet, body-soaking raindrops upon them. Sam took her hand, and together, they raced the remaining two hundred meters. Taking the last few steps up onto the patio, they almost fell in a heap, snorting like a couple of teenagers.

‘Oh, look at us.’ Mandy pointed at Sam’s drenched clothes. ‘I can’t let you go home like that. Come in and get yourself dry first.’

Thanks, Mandy. Hahaha, I might need to. Are you sure? Been a long day for you.’

‘Yes, absolutely. But only to dry.’ Mandy giggled.

‘No hanky-panky. Scout's honor.’ Sam grinned. 

She couldn’t help noticing the intensity in his eyes staring at her see-through white shirt, sending Mandy right back to being a young twenty-two-year-old. 

‘Wait here,’ she said as they entered the kitchen. ‘I’ll go find you some clothes and a towel.’ 

Sam smiled at her when she returned, dressed in dry clothes, with a pair of her mother’s garden overalls, a large sweater, and a big fluffy towel. 

‘Putting me to work, are you?’ he said, inspecting the overalls.

‘Haha, no, just nothing else that would fit you. You can change in there.’ Mandy pointed to the spare room and made herself busy, making them both a cup of tea.

The sound of Sam undressing only meters away sent her imagination reeling. He had left the door ajar, and looking up, she spotted half of Sam’s backside reflecting in the mirror of the dining room sideboard.

Stop it, girl, you are being a perve. 

But Sam’s half-naked body beckoned her to continue staring. It was clear he worked out with long, strong legs, a toned butt, and broad, bulging shoulders. ‘Oh dear lord, I’m in trouble. You are still a hunk, Sam,’ she whispered to herself.

Mandy stopped staring and pretended to focus on making tea, warming the pot, and getting muffins ready on a plate. 

'Stop fussing, Mandy,' Sam said as he walked into the kitchen, but the smile on his face showed he appreciated her efforts. He moved across to grab the plates and, in doing so, brushed Mandy's hand. For a moment, he hesitated. She looked at him, but he turned around and put the plates on the kitchen table. They both sat in silence, just relaxed, staring at the steam from their mugs of camomile and peppermint tea. She looked at him and kept his gaze, seeing her own weariness reflected in his eyes and fading to sadness.

‘I'm sorry we didn't stay in touch.’ He gazed at her. ‘It was a strange time after you left....Oh my. I’d love nothing better than to grab you and continue what we started on that beach many years ago.’

‘Oh, I’m not sure I would have the energy,’ Mandy laughed, trying to hide her slight panic and excitement. ‘Plus, I don’t want to rush into anything right now. Not after all this drinking, and it just doesn’t seem right under the circumstances.’

Where did all that sensibility come from?

‘Once again, the timing isn’t right for us,’ he said, dropping his bottom lip. ‘No, you are right. Not the right time,' Sam said, avoiding eye contact as a pink blush raised up his neck. 'I still can't believe he is gone. Poor Emma. I need to be there for her. I’m helping with funeral arrangements tomorrow.’

‘It’s only starting to sink in now. Seeing you, being back here in this house. It’s all real now.’ Mandy’s eyes filled with tears. ‘I’d love to help you and Emma where I can. Shall I join you tomorrow?’  

Sam hesitated before answering.

‘I'm not sure. Let me check with Emma. She is in shock, and I don't want to add any extra stress to her life.’ 

‘Ok, maybe I’ll call her instead then.’ Mandy fidgeted with her hair.

‘It's only that you and Emma are not close anymore, so she may feel more stressed with you there. I should at least check first.’ He added, sensing her disappointment.

'Of course, but if you need me, I'm there for you both.'

The air was thick with their silence. Sam stood up to leave and gestured to his borrowed clothes. 'Can I keep these for now?' 

‘Of course, Sam. Keep them. I'll see you before the funeral?’

‘Yes, I'm sure, Mandy. I'll call you.’

Mandy followed Sam to the front door. Just as he reached for the handle, he turned and wrapped his arms around her, his soft lips on hers.

‘Goodnight, Mandy. Sleep well,’ he said with heavy breath as he pulled away and walked down the path.

She closed the door and stood for a moment with her back against the timber frame, enjoying the lingering sensation of his lips on her mouth, a sensation that stayed with her all night, filling her dreams with erotic images of his lips and tongue exploring all her body parts that would have made an x-rated movie look tame.
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