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Preface
Instant pain and then a flash! She was far too busy to stop,
to concentrate, to focus. Although sudden, it was not
unfamiliar. She knew that something was coming but she
didn’t know what it was exactly. She pushed it to the back of
her mind and continued on with her work. She knew that it
would be back to remind her, to force her to stop, take notice,
and act accordingly. Now, though, was not the time, later
perhaps, but not now.

viii

Chapter One

T

he summer night remained warm and humid even
after the short cascade of rain had come to a halt. All
that remained was the occasional drop of water that
continued to fall intermittently and miserably from the
heavens above. The distinctive, musty odor of rain that had
just drenched the warm streets and buildings lingered in the
air as the subtle haze of steam hovered for a short while before
slowly blowing away and dissipating with the breeze.
Each and every person in the street made it a point of
bringing it to everyone else’s attention verbally. It was the
ideal conversation starter, especially when they wanted to
chat to someone that they had never met before — an
opportunity to break the ice.
Mel’s white shirt felt damp as it adhered itself to her back
with both perspiration and humidity. The customers had been
extremely demanding throughout the entire evening: “Excuse
me” this, and “excuse me” that. Everyone seemed to be in a
hurry to get to wherever they were going, some to catch the
latest movie and others to dance the night away at the
surrounding nightclubs. It was a predictable and busy
Saturday night at the restaurant in the yuppie suburb in outer
Melbourne.
1

Hidden Influence

The young waitress never complained; she loved her job.
It was never going to be her long-term career of choice, but
instead a short-term, casual waitress position that came in
handy at this moment in time. Mel loved her customers,
especially the regulars, and it showed as they would often ask
her to sit with them for a while and chat, while other times
they would happily buy her a drink after her shift was over.
On most nights, Mel would make close to her wage in tips
alone, so it was no bother at all for her to fill their every
request.
Waiting on tables helped Mel pay for her university fees
and books. Her dream of one day becoming a psychologist
was getting closer. Only one more year of college and she
could finally get out there and practice what she had learned.
Mel’s counseling sessions that she had to have when her
mother died helped her get through the ordeal, and although
she had already commenced the course when her mother
passed away, it only confirmed to her that the field that she
chose to go into was the correct choice for her. The support
and the guidance that she received while suffering through
what seemed at the time the worst time of her life was
overwhelming and she often wondered what she would have
done or how she would have coped if she didn’t have the
wonderful support of the therapists around her. They had
become her rock and they were the perfect substitute for the
family that she never had.
Her mother fled from Spain many years before Mel was
born. She had been raised in a gypsy community and hated
every minute of it. Vowing that she would never put her own
children through what she had gone through, she ran away,
eventually finding her way to Australia. As the years went by,
she chose to become a citizen of the country that she had
grown to love and legally changed her name so that her family
would never find her. Mel didn’t know a lot about her own
2
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heritage only that her mother never liked to talk about it. It
always seemed to upset her whenever Mel asked questions.
In primary school, part of Mel’s schoolwork involved drawing
up a family tree so she had no choice but to fabricate a family
so that she could submit her work to her teachers. Despite the
lack of wisdom when it came to her relatives, Mel knew that
her mother kept her past hidden from her for good reason.
Mother and daughter had a close relationship, even more so
than any of Mel’s friends, right up to the day her mother
passed away.
Mel hoped that she could someday be just as committed to
making others feel as safe and stable as the counselors had
done for her at the time of her mother’s illness and beyond.
That was her lifetime goal, and every day that passed brought
her closer to that goal. But for now, she had to wait on tables
in a restaurant that was always buzzing, which was how she
liked it.

f

Mel kept looking up at the clock on the wall, checking it
often. The hands on the round, red face didn’t seem to move
very fast and there were a few times that Mel was convinced
that they had not moved at all.
“What’s with the clock tonight?” asked Cheryl as she
followed Mel into the kitchen with a handful of plates and
cutlery.
“I’ve got a date after work tonight,” Mel answered as she
plunked her own pile of plates onto the sink.
“Oh! So who’s the lucky fella?” Cheryl asked curiously
and with a smile on her face.
“Have you seen the tall guy who’s been coming in for the
last three nights in a row, the one who always sits at that table
in the front corner?” Mel answered almost embarrassed.
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“Not the tall, good-looking one with the short, black hair,
the one who’s always wearing a business suit?” Cheryl asked.
“Yeah, that’s the one,” Mel said quietly as she blushed.
“Oh, he’s hot!” Cheryl said fanning her face with her hand.
Cheryl was almost thirty years older than Mel but she was
still a sucker for a good romance. She herself had been married
twice with a long list of lovers in-between. Mel, on the other
hand, had never been interested in men; her life was hectic
enough without them. With the completion of her psychology
course less than twelve months away, she preferred to
concentrate on her studies. Meanwhile, working at the
restaurant filled in any spare time that she did have. At almost
twenty years of age, she knew that she had ample time up her
sleeve to hook up with some guy, but for now she had her own
plans and they did not include men. Tom, though, had been
very persistent and refused to take no for an answer until Mel
finally agreed. So under duress, she granted him one date, and
one date only, just so he would stop pestering her.
Cheryl looked up at the clock on the microwave; it was
almost nine-thirty. The dinner rush was over and most of the
customers that remained were happily chatting amongst
themselves while sipping on coffee and indulging in cake.
“Right, off you go then, girlie. I’m letting you off half an
hour early so that you can go and doll yourself up,” she said.
“Are you sure?” Mel asked.
“Yes, absolutely, go, go. I’ll finish this off,” Cheryl insisted,
as she commenced scraping the plates before placing them
into the large, industrial dishwasher. “And don’t forget your
tips for the night. You’ve certainly earned them.”
Mel didn’t argue; she could use the extra time to get ready.
She picked up her tips from near the cash register and went
into the back room to get her handbag. She gave Cheryl a
quick thank you hug as she passed by her again in the kitchen
and slipped Tom’s business card into her pocket. “Just in
4
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case,” she said as she waved goodbye to her fellow waiters
and the chef in the kitchen before racing out the door.

f

The drive home seemed to take longer than usual and her
little, white Toyota, which her mother left her, just couldn’t
get through the traffic fast enough. Normally she would walk
to and from work but she suspected that she would be pressed
for time and it looked like it might rain again, so she made the
decision before work to drive the sixteen-hundred meters to
the restaurant.
Mel felt on edge; her heart was racing and her stomach felt
funny. She hadn’t been on a date for at least eight months. The
last guy that she went out with just wasn’t her type. He was
too arrogant – good looking, yes, but so self-absorbed. He was
convinced that the whole world was supposed to revolve
around him so, without any hesitation or regret, Mel cut the
relationship short. She would much rather be on her own than
with someone so egotistical. Hopefully, Tom wasn’t like that.
Mel needed nice at the moment; she didn’t have time for
someone who was anything less than nice.
Finally, she arrived. It had taken less than five minutes to
drive from work to her house but it felt like it took forty. Mel
pulled the car up into her very small and narrow driveway
just in front of her garage. She needed to get out and manually
roll up the door before getting back into her car to park it
inside. Just about everything in her home was manual; it was
the way her mother preferred. She always said that the more
technical something was, the higher the chance of it breaking
down. She was always into the simple things.
“Life is too stressful at the best of times,” she would always
say. “The more complicated something is, the more trouble
you’re bound to have with it.” Mel did sometimes agree with
5
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her mother, but there were certain things that she would
appreciate being automatic or high tech, such as the roller
door. It would be nice not to have to get out of the car each
time just to park it inside.
She pulled down the garage door behind her trying not to
make the hideous, tinny, squeaking sound that the door
always made, but to no avail. More often than not, she would
just leave her car in the driveway to avoid the appalling sound
but since Tom was picking her up tonight, she parked it inside,
leaving the driveway free for him.
It was not like Mel to allow someone to pick her up from her
home, especially someone whom she barely knew, but she didn’t
get any bad vibes from Tom, and she was usually spot-on when
it came to her initial instincts about someone or something. She
did think that he was a little pushy by not accepting no as her
answer when he first asked her out, but apart from that, she
really didn’t think there was anything to worry about.
Mel unlocked the door that led from her garage to the
inside entrance of her house and flicked on the light switch
just inside the doorway. She automatically picked up the
framed photograph of her mother that sat on the mahogany
entrance table, right beside the black, ceramic bowl that she
kept specifically for her keys. It was her favorite photo of her
mother, taken in happier and healthier days. She had been so
lively and vibrant that day. Mel remembered taking the photo.
They were dressed up and ready to go to the movies together.
Her mother’s makeup was flawless and her hair was perfect.
The red shirt completed the look and made her glow; she
didn’t look at all sick. It was a great day. It was the way that
Mel liked to remember her mother.
“Hi, Mum,” she said as she kissed the picture and then put
it back down between the vase of flowers that she replaced
that morning and the bowl that Mel just dropped her keys
into.
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Her roommate hadn’t been home for the week, so Mel still
had the whole house to herself. She locked the door and
headed toward the bathroom, throwing her handbag onto the
couch on the way through and taking off her shoes. She
brushed her teeth and pulled the scrunchie out of her hair,
slowly releasing the tightly-wound bun and allowing the
long, reddish brown mane to drop down to her waist. Since
she had an extra half-hour to get ready, thanks to Cheryl, she
decided that she had ample time to wash it.
Feeling refreshed after her shower, she wrapped a fresh
towel around her body and another one around her head to
stop her wet hair from dripping water down her back and
onto the bathroom tiles. She faced the mirror while
moisturizing her face. She didn’t normally need a lot of
makeup but she had been looking quite washed-out lately
and a little on the pale side. Mel thought that she might be
overdoing it a little and went on to apply a thin layer of
foundation to hide her pallid appearance, brown eyeliner
softly smudged, soft, natural eye shadow barely noticeable, a
natural color lip liner with a little gloss over the top and
finished with black mascara to highlight her large, green eyes.
As she took a step back and stood tall for a final inspection
of her face in the mirror, she suddenly felt a sharp pain behind
her eyes, which forced her to close them. As she did, an instant
and vivid vision of a man’s face appeared to her. It was crystalclear, as if this person was standing right before her. It was the
face of a man that she had never met before, but one who
seemed gentle, calm, and somewhat appealing to her. He
looked like he was in his thirties with straight, sand-colored
hair that was tied back neatly. He had deep dimples on both
his cheeks and a thin, chinstrap beard with a matching, neatlytrimmed moustache.
Mel wasn’t afraid; images often appeared in her mind and
later seemed to manifest and weave themselves into her life.
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She did not know this person. She had never, to her knowledge
or recollection, met him before but she had feelings of wanting
to meet him. Something about his face made her want him to
appear once more. There was no suggestion in her apparition
that she should know this person or any indication of why his
face might have appeared to her out of nowhere, but Mel
knew from past experience that this was going to lead to
something. The vision of the slightly younger version of Josh
Holloway had Mel wondering until reality hit, and she
remembered that she was supposed to be getting ready for
her date with Tom. She darted to her bedroom and slid open
her wardrobe door, shuffling through the rows of clothes
hanging on their hangers before she pulled out a pair of size
ten blue jeans and a black singlet top, along with a black
jacket. Even though it was late January and supposedly
summer, Melbourne’s weather was known to change and
surprise everyone with sudden bursts of nippiness.
She pulled out a pair of black, dressy, heeled sandals and
thought that the combination would have to do before heading
back to the bathroom to blow-dry her hair. She quickly
squirted mousse into the palm of her hand and applied it to
her hair, rubbing it in vigorously before brushing it through.
Flipping her head back and forth like a possessed groupie,
she let the hot air from her hair dryer do its job as she hung
her head upside down bending her body at the waist. Her
long tresses almost touching the bathroom floor swayed back
and forth. She made the snap decision to keep her hair down
for the night; there were no torrential winds forecast so it was
safe to have it down. She took one last look in the bathroom
mirror and went out into the lounge room to check the time.
She still had ten minutes to spare so she turned on the stereo,
pressed play on her CD player, and listened as Kings of Leon
reverberated throughout the house. Turning the volume
down slightly so that it wasn’t overly loud, she went into the
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kitchen to pour herself a Coke to settle her nerves. She felt the
feeling of anxiety creep up as she checked the time again on
the microwave’s display. Her heart began to pound and she
felt nauseous. She began to tremble and her hands were
getting sweaty. Mel took a few slow, deep breaths to calm
herself while slowly taking small sips of her drink.
Pacing around in circles, feeling more and more anxious
as the clock ticked closer to ten-thirty and finding that her
stomach was experiencing weird and unusual sensations, she
took a third trip to the bathroom, which proved to her that she
was more nervous than she previously thought. Mel sat on
the couch and let her mind wander back to the pleasant,
mental picture of the man that she had seen in her vision
earlier. She wondered who he was, and when and how she
was going to meet him, but most of all, she wondered why his
face had appeared to her. There had to be a reason — there
was always a reason — these things didn’t just happen. If past
experience taught her anything, it was that soon she would
meet this man. Any day now, he would show up in her life.
The appealing man without a name would present himself
sooner or later and Mel hoped that it would be sooner.
The little daydream was abruptly interrupted by the sound
of the doorbell ringing. Immediately, her heart missed a beat
and then sped up as if to compensate itself for the failed
pound. She took a final, deep breath and expelled it forcefully
to compose herself before answering the door — taking one
last look at herself in the hallway mirror, straightening her
top and her hair.
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