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“Say hi, Sammi.”
Mum pulled me out from behind her skirt to introduce the strange spiky-haired boy. “You remember Max, don’t you?”
His green eyes looked up shyly as his Mum also coaxed him forward.
We stood facing each other, neither brave enough to say anything. We were both barely seven years old and I honestly couldn’t remember whether I should bother being his friend or not. Besides, he looked a little weird with his crazy brown hair and round glasses.
“Oh for goodness sake, Max. Just say hello.” Tiny beads of sweat trickled down his Mum’s pale skin as she struggled with the Bali heat. “Honestly, you’d think they’d remember!” She shook her head and laughed. “You haven’t forgotten have you darling? Last spring. Sammi and her Mum and Dad came to visit us in London. You two had such a wonderful time playing in Hyde Park.”
A tiny shake of the head before his Mum nudged him again.
“Hello.” His voice was just above a whisper.
“Hi.” I answered. I wrinkled my nose and retreated to the safety of my Mum’s voluminous skirt.
“Hello??”
I was snapped back into the present by the puzzled voice. It took me a second to remember where I was.
“Oh, hi. Sorry Max, I was just…anyway, yes. Tomorrow, coffee sounds great. Where should we meet up?”
“You’re in Earls Court? So let’s meet at Hyde Park Corner and go from there.” The deep timbre in his voice was a pleasant surprise. The last time I’d spoken to him was over ten years ago.
“Sounds good. I think I can take one line from here, right?”
“Yep, just look for the Picadilly line going north. So, I’ll see you tomorrow then?”
“Yes.”
“Good night, Sammi.”
I rang off and exhaled sharply.
What’s with the butterflies? I’d been nervous throughout the whole conversation, barely able to form whole sentences.
It’s just Max.
*
I dithered with what to wear, tossing between a light floral print dress and a more casual jeans outfit, putting both in front of me in the mirror to compare. The floral worked well with my light complexion, but the jeans were more my standard comfy outfit. I finally settled on the jeans, not wanting to appear to be trying too hard. I compromised by putting on a pretty pink batik scarf over my top. I did wonder why I was bothering so much, but shrugged it off as just wanting to make the right impression after not seeing him for so long.
I came out of the tube station not knowing what to expect, I hadn’t even seen a photo of him since we’d last met. I needn’t have worried, I picked him out straight away.
He was huddled up close to a newspaper stand, holding the bright red umbrella he’d brought to help me identify him. His dark brown hair was no longer spiky as it had been as a little boy, but was now a slightly messy mop of curls, falling just below his ears. He wore a camel coloured sweater in soft cotton, which gave me an unreasonable urge to reach out and hug him.
“Hi Sammi.” His bright emerald eyes smiled at me as I approached.
“Hi Max, long time.”
I had to stand on my tiptoes to reach his face as we kissed cheeks in a quick greeting. I inhaled a delicious scent of expensive citrus cologne.
He laughed softly as I took a step back.
“What?”
“Nothing. You just look exactly like you did when we were kids. Same black hair and rosy cheeks.”
I scrunched my face up then laughed.
“Yeah, that’s what everyone says. I guess it made it easier to pick me out then?”
“I wouldn’t miss you in a crowd, regardless.” He gazed at me appreciatively in silence and I felt myself blush in response.
“Um, well you’re a whole lot taller now. Wow.” And no more glasses. Nice.
He laughed at my awkward reply and asked if we should get going to the café before turning abruptly and making his way quickly down the street. I had to hurry behind him to catch up.
We walked through Hyde Park to a café in the Serpentine Bar & Restaurant. It was lovely and rustic, perched on the shore of the lake. Wooden apple crates and jute carriers were strewn amongst floral lampshades, a tin bucket held fresh flowers on the wooden table between us.
We watched the streams of people walking by, families with excited kids running ahead, couples strolling hand in hand in the sun and random sprinklings of the young and hip striding past with iPods plugged firmly into their ears.
“You have the most amazing mix of people here.” I marvelled as a group of punks walked quickly by, overtaking an elderly Indian couple.
“Yeah, they all crawl out of the woodwork when it’s warm.”
I laughed as a touristy looking couple struggled with their paddleboats on the lake and almost knocked each other in. “You must love it when summer’s here.”
Max snorted as he toyed with his coffee cup. “Well, we Londoners are very appreciative when the sun decides to deign us with its presence. It only happens two to five days a year so what you’re seeing now is a bit of a rarity.”
“Really? That sounds kind of awful.”
“You get used to it. Just a tip, always pack a brolly when you go out. It may be gorgeous out, like it is now, but by afternoon it’ll probably start drizzling.” He paused and took a sip of his drink. “But I guess you don’t have that problem in Brisbane. Tell me more about it, I’m hoping to make it to Oz one day.”
We asked each other what we’d been up to, swapping stories from our school, university, then working years. A soundtrack of energetic chatter, lapping water and clinking glasses played as we lost ourselves in conversation.
“Remember that time I came to Bali and you showed me how to catch dragonflies? What was it with, some kind of twig?”
“Coconut frond and a bit of bubble gum on the tip.”
“That’s right!”
“And you fell into the rice field when we were chasing them!”
“I was completely covered in mud, head to toe! Mum was not pleased!” He laughed. “I always loved going there. I still remember all those crazy stories your Dad told us about growing up in the village, the days before electricity.”
“Yep, he still loves telling them. And Mum too, how when she first arrived in Bali they only had a little hut in the rice fields and that I was born on a dirt floor.”
“I remember her telling us that.” He shook his head. “Incredible what people can deal with. But still, what a way to grow up. Running around the village all day. You were such a tomboy, Sammi! I could hardly keep up with your gang of mates.”
I laughed. “I guess I was. But that’s what you get when you’re the only girl in a group of boys. It was all about bamboo forests and jumping off trees. Which, by the way, hurts like hell when you misjudge the height.”
“I know! I broke my coccyx doing that up in our country house.”
“Me too! Well, not the country house bit. I jumped off a coconut tree into a small ravine.”
“Coconut tree sounds so much more adventurous and exotic than a boring old oak.”
“I wouldn’t say boring at all. I was so jealous about your life here. To me Europe was the land of cobblestone streets and princesses in ancient towers.” I smiled as I remembered my favourite childhood fairytales filled with dragons, magicians and brave knights.
“Yeah, we have plenty of those mouldy old towers around. Although, not sure how many princesses you’ll find these days.”
“I’m more interested in the princes to be honest.” Did you really just say that? I mentally head slapped myself.
He laughed again and I couldn’t help notice how his eyes sparkled through his half closed lids. “I’m sure. And would you prefer he ride around on a great white horse?”
“But of course.”
“Well, you could certainly have the part of the fair maiden.” He blushed then coughed before taking another sip of tea.
Stop blushing Sammi! A vision of Prince Max rushing through a castle to rescue me played in my head. I looked down and around the room to try and hide my grin.
He let a couple of seconds go by in silence before changing the subject again.
“Do you remember Chamonix?”
“Of course I do! That was one of my favourite holidays.”
“Yeah, finally it was my turn to show you my turf.”
I laughed as I remembered Max trying to teach me how to ski on the baby runs. He was incredibly patient for a 14 year old.
“I can’t believe you didn’t ditch me. You must have been itching to go off to the black runs.”
“Hah, and miss watching you tumble your way down the bunny slopes?”
“Thanks! I knew there was a good reason for it!”
He chuckled. “We were pretty much inseparable then, eh?”
I nodded. I remembered how my teenage crush had bloomed as soon as I saw him again, and how it stayed with me the whole holiday. I had blushed each time he spoke to me and he was equally tongue tied as we bumbled our way through countless conversations. It was awkward, sweet, but above all innocent.
“But Mum, I’m never going to see him again!” I’d been snivelling to my Mum as we packed our gear for the trip home.
“Don’t be silly, Sammi. We’ll probably see them again next year!” She shook her head in bemusement. “Besides, my darling, you’ll forget about him soon.”
“No I won’t! I’ll never ever meet someone like Max again. It’s so unfair that we have to leave!”
“Oh stop it Sammi, you’ll be fine. As soon as we’re back in Bali, you’ll be going back to school, playing with all your friends and this will all be like a dream.” She smiled and gave me a big hug. “My darling Sammi, this is just the beginning,” she whispered more gently.
She was right of course. The many distractions in a teenager’s life came and went and with them the strong feelings I had for Max. Sometimes my parents would talk about his family and I would wonder what he was up to, but the crush had passed.
“Your Mum and Dad split pretty soon after that didn’t they?” he asked quietly.
“Yep. It wasn’t a big shock, I knew they weren’t happy for a while.”
“I’m sorry, Sam.” His eyes softened as he frowned slightly.
“Don’t be. It wasn’t one of those devastating splits. No custody fights, or any fights at all, actually. They’re still really close and I just went on with things. I followed Mum around the world after that. California, Santa Fe, Italy.”
“Yes, I heard about it through Mum. She was always so amazed that Edda could move around so much.”
I shrugged. “Itchy feet, I guess. Or some gypsy genetic kickback. It was fun, but I was glad when we settled in Oz. I think I really needed to finish high school in one place.”
“Understandable. All that moving must get tiring.”
“Yes, especially introducing yourself to a bunch of new friends every single time. Hi, my name is Sammi, and I’m from Bali. I hated doing it. Each new school meant another introduction and having to stand in front of the whole class trying to explain where Bali was.”
“They didn’t know where Bali was?” Max was incredulous.
“Are you serious, half the time I had to explain where Indonesia was! A lot of the time I had to walk up to a map on the wall and point it out.”
Max laughed. “I guess it is a pretty tiny island.”
“Yeah, but not knowing where Asia is, inexcusable!”
“No!”
“Yes!...And then having to move just as you got close to a few people.”
“Ouch.”
“Yeah. But you know it wasn’t all bad, it was actually mostly fun. Experiencing all those new places. Gallivanting around with Mum.”
“It must have been great. I’m quite jealous really, I’ve only ever lived in London.” He was quiet for a moment.
I fiddled with my teacup and examined the delicate lace pattern on the napkin in front of me. I was lost in my memories of all the different cities I’d lived in.
“I’m sorry we didn’t get to meet up again after Chamonix,” he spoke up again. Max and I had kept in touch sporadically, but as the years went by the emails became fewer and fewer until they petered out entirely. The last time we had contact was just after graduating university.
“Me too.” I smiled up at him. “I think Mum just wanted to do her own thing for a while. And as for me…,” I shrugged, “it’s not the easiest to get over here from Oz when you’re on a student budget.”
“I suppose not. My problem is time. Always studying, always busy. But lucky you managed to come now.”
“Yup, I can’t believe my manager gave me the time off!”
“Why wouldn’t he?”
“She. Well, it’s not the fact that she gave me a holiday, I’ve racked up enough days for it over the years, it’s that she gave me 2 whole months off!”
“Wow, now that is a decent holiday.”
“Tell me about it. But I needed it. It was so crazy for the last few months. A bunch of new clients, mostly government agencies. Boring.” I rolled my eyes. “Anyway, they kept us busy. I was working overtime to finish all these website designs. Then the testing and endless meetings. The joys of I.T.”
He smiled and watched me silently for a beat. “So now you’re here.”
“And now I’m here. And loving it so far.” You’re talking too much, Sammi. “Um, how about you?”
“What about me?” he asked playfully.
“What have you been up to?”
“Well, I’m just about to go into my internship at a hospital. It’s been years and years of study to get here...” He spoke with passion about medicine, his eyes ablaze as he told me he’d been accepted into one of the best student hospitals in the country.
As I listened I glanced out over the park where a young family was having a picnic, the mother laying out all the food while the father chased a little boy around the mat. I heard him go quiet as he turned to see what I was watching.
“I’m sorry I couldn’t come for the funeral.” I said, looking down into my tea. I remembered the exact moment when Mum had told me Max’s father had died. I was in my small dorm room at university. I’d just finished dinner and was getting ready for an all night session of studying.
“How?” I sat down heavily on the couch as I clung to the phone.
“He had a stroke in the middle of the night. By the time paramedics could get to him it was too late.”
“Oh God, Mum. That’s so awful. How are they? Olivia and Max?”
“Well, Max was away on a skiing trip. He came home last night, poor darling. Olivia says he’s devastated. She is also, of course. It’s such a shock for everyone. We had no idea that Neil even had a heart condition. I mean he was working long hours at the office, but it just comes with the job if you own your own company, doesn’t it?” She didn’t wait for my response and charged on. “Olivia said he worked all through the nights, weekends, and hardly ever had time off these last few years.” She sighed.
“Yeah, I’ve heard that’s how it is in advertising. I feel so bad for them though. Neil was so young!”
“I know, sweetheart…”
“And Dad? Is he ok?” Neil and my father had been best friends at Oxford and kept in close touch ever since. I knew Dad had gone to London to visit only a couple of months before.
“Oh, he’s been better. But, he’ll be fine. He wants to get over there as soon as possible, to help Olivia and Max.”
“Of course he does. I’ll give him a call after.”
“So look, darling, I’m going over in a few days for the funeral. Your father is going to join me in London from Bali. Now I know you’re having exams, but do you think you can get away?”
I exhaled. I was in the middle of the finals for my 3 year degree. In fact, I was supposed to sit a test the next morning for programming.
“I don’t think so, Mum. I wish I could. I hate to not show up, but…”
“No no, don’t feel badly darling. They will understand. Trust me.”
“I guess so. I’ll definitely send them some flowers. Please, please tell them how sorry I am for not coming over.”
“I will. I promise.” I heard a muffled bang. “Oh bugger.”
“Mum?”
“Sorry, darling. The cat’s just tipped one of my canvasses over. Bad Ra, bad!” Her voice drifted away as she chased her Abyssinian away.
“Mum. Mum!” I waited impatiently until she came back to the phone.
“I’ve got to go, Mum. Studying. Call me before you go, okay? Love you.”
“Okay my darling. Good luck, I love you too.”
I hung up the phone and stared into space.
“It’s alright Sammi, your finals were really important.” Max’s voice brought me back to our conversation. “And Mum and I knew we were in your thoughts. Thanks for your card by the way, and the flowers. Besides, you know what a nut Dad was about education, he would’ve much rathered you stay in Oz than come over anyway.” He smiled kindly and waited until I looked back up at him and smiled back.
“Thanks, I guess. How are you doing?”
“I’m getting there.” He sat back and blew out his breath. “It’s been a few years and time does heal everything. It was such a shock though, so sudden. But I’m working on it. In a strange way it made me more determined to finish my medical degree. To make sure…I don’t know, one day I can maybe save someone else in the same situation. If that makes any sense?”
“Perfectly. It’s such a noble career to go into, Max. I’m really proud of you...,” I trailed off as our eyes locked. The look went on for a bit too long and I grappled for something else to say. “So how’s Olivia these days?”
“Mum’s great. Keeps herself busy with endless charities and lunches. Her friends really rallied around her after Dad died.” He paused. “You should come over for dinner sometime, she’s really looking forward to seeing you again.”
“I’d love to. It’d be lovely to see her and Mum tells me your new place is gorgeous.”
“Yeah. Mum’s really put a lot of effort into it, was her pet project these last few years. Speaking of which, why didn’t you just stay at our house in the first place?”
“Um, I didn’t want to impose.”
“Impose?” Max laughed. “The place has 5 bedrooms!”
“I know. I would’ve liked to, but to be honest Ascot’s-”
“-bloody miles away. Quite right. Much better to be close to where the action is.”
“I take it you’re not staying up there these days?
“Oh God no, the commute would kill me. I’ve got a place just around the corner from here actually. Westminster. But I go up at least a weekend a month. In fact, bugger just dinner, you should come with me this Friday!”
“Really? I mean that wouldn’t be…imposing?” I stopped when I realised I was repeating myself.
“No, not at all. I was going to stay over the weekend, keep her company. That is, if you don’t have any other plans?” He looked straight at me as he waited for my response.
“I’d love to.” I smiled shyly at him, thinking there wasn’t anything I would like more than spending a whole weekend with him. And Olivia of course.
We talked for hours, having cup after cup of tea. Finally as the sun started to set, we moved on to find a restaurant in China Town. We were the last to leave at around midnight, the waiters only waiting long enough for us to step out onto the street before shutting the doors firmly.
“Hah, well, I guess we were keeping them.” Max snorted as the lights were switched off inside. “So, shall I walk you back your tube station?”
I nodded and turned to walk, but stopped when I realised I had no idea which direction we were supposed to be going. “Um.”
He laughed. “Come on, it’s this way.”
I half ran to keep up with his quick stride as he crossed the street ahead of me. Okay, so not the total gentleman then.
“So, any plans for tomorrow?” he asked as we stopped outside the entrance. People flowed around us as they hurried passed into the station.
“Um, yes actually. I’m having lunch with Liam.”
“Oh right, your high school buddy?”
“That’s the one. It’s the first time he has free this week, so we’re going to catch up at a pub near his firm.”
“Firm? He’s a lawyer?
I laughed, “God no. I.T. firm. Liam’s a bit of a programming genius. That’s why he’s here. He was offered his dream job just out of university and…” My voice petered out as I saw him watching me, a small smile playing on his lips. Not interested in Liam’s life story, Sammi.
“And after lunch? Any plans?”
“Nope.” I shook my head and thrust my hands in my jeans pocket. I bit my lip and tried not to look too expectant. The twinkle in his eyes made my insides go warm.
“Well, how about I take you to the V&A then?”
“V&A?”
“Victoria and Albert Museum. It’s a London must-see.”
“Oh, well if it’s a must-see, I guess I…must see.” Ugh! Clever. I managed not to wince and instead savaged my lower lip even more.
He laughed, showing off his perfect white teeth.
“3 o’clock, meet you on the front steps?”
“Sounds good.”
“Perfect. You’ve got an A to Z I take it?”
“Sure do, don’t worry, I’ll find it.” I looked up and we locked eyes for a few seconds.
“Um, right. G’night, Sammi. See you tomorrow then.” He leant down and kissed me on the cheek quickly before turning to walk briskly away.
I stood and continued to bite my lip until the grin on my face grew too wide. I turned and skipped happily down the stairs to my train.
*
I had made plans to meet up with Liam in front of his office and arrived just as he was walking out of the huge swinging glass doors. The last time I had seen him was nearly 6 months before, when he’d come home for Christmas and New Year.
“Liam!” I yelled excitedly as I rushed towards him.
“Sammi! Ugh!” he huffed as I ran straight into him. He laughed and wrapped me up in a big hug, squeezing me tight.
“Oh man, I can’t believe you finally made it, Sam.”
I stepped back. “Look at you, all spiffed up. I like the jacket.” I stroked his dark brown corduroy coat, which he wore over an old faded ATARI t-shirt. One of the corners of the jacket collar stuck out and I folded it back in place for him.
“Yeah, you like?” He grabbed the lapels and did a slow turn, showing off his whole ensemble.
“Nice, nice. Are those designer jeans? My God, Liam, I guess London’s been good for you.” I grabbed his arm and pulled him away from the doors.
He laughed, answering, “Yeah well I haven’t quite been able to get into a suit, but hey it’s an improvement, right?” I nodded in agreement.
As long as I could remember his uniform had always been vintage t-shirts and skater shorts. It was what he wore the first time we met, in the after-school computing program at South Brisbane High School. He had come in wearing a faded Rolling Stones t-shirt and ripped chequered shorts. His sandy blonde hair came to his shoulders and he had a nervous habit of tucking it behind his ear as our teacher Mr Fish introduced him.
“Welcome to our little family, Mr Bennet. Now, take any free terminal and we’ll get on with it shall we?” Mr Fish pushed his glasses up with his index finger then turned to the whiteboard.
I watched as Liam stood by himself in the middle of the classroom and searched for an empty seat. I indicated to the one next to mine and he smiled gratefully as he came over, sinking into the chair.
“Thanks. My name’s Liam. Well, obviously you heard that.” He tucked his hair behind his ear before holding his hand out.
“Sammi. Welcome to Advanced ITC. Or as we like to call it, Playgroup.”
“Sam. Where are you?” Liam tugged me back to the present. “Are you fantasising about me again?”
I blinked. “As a matter of fact, yes.” I laughed before linking my arm through his. “Now, where to sir?”
He lifted his eyebrow in exaggerated suspicion then grinned, “This way madam.” He pulled me off to the left and we walked down the street towards a cluster of shops. I looked down and smiled when I saw the ratty sneakers that finished his outfit. Some things never change.
We went into an ancient pub, the swinging sign outside had an upright lion clawing the air.
“The Red Lion,” I read as we slid through the door.
“Every pub in England is called the Red Lion,” Liam quipped as we walked over the creaky wooden floorboards.
The interior of the pub had been renovated, but not too recently. I could see the signs of wear on the scarlet walls and well-polished bar. A line of darkly painted tables and chairs lined the walls to the right and further up the back I could see a row of red velvet booths tucked away. Large windows had been thrown open to allow some air to circulate and let the milky grey light in. We grabbed a table over-looking the main street, ordered our meals, and settled in to catch up.
“And how’s Edda?” he asked as he picked at a plate of hot chips between us.
“Good. She’s seeing some guy on the Arts Council, but God knows how long this one will last. Thrilled that I’m doing this though. You know how boring she thinks I am.”
“Your Mum is mad. If I’ve done half the things she has by the time I’m 80 I can say I’ve lived.” We both snickered in agreement.
“Yeah, she’s a wild one. Poor thing, to have a daughter with such a steady ‘boring’ career and normal existence.”
“God, if she thinks web design is boring, wonder what she thinks of programming. I must be the most boring man on earth.”
“Yeah right, she loves you, Liam.”
We paused as the waiter brought over our meals.
“Yum! I’m starved.” He picked up his cutlery and waited for me to do the same.
“One sec.” I rustled through my bag and pulled out a bright orange bottle.
“Ah yes, how could we start without the sambal?” His mouth twitched as he watched me pour the chilli sauce onto my grilled chicken.
“You know it. Sambal rocks my world.” Every good Indonesian brought a bottle of the stuff with them when they travelled. I drew the line at bringing it out in nicer restaurants though, unlike some of my cousins who have been known to send the waiters in many a fine establishment into a horrified tizzy after pouring it onto their foie gras.
“I remember the first and last time you did that at our place. I thought Nona’s eyes were going to pop out of her head.” He chuckled. “Madre mia! What is she doing to my pollo al limone?” His voice went up as he tried to impersonate his Italian grandmother.
“Shut up, I did ask first. And she forgave me…” I laughed back at him. “…eventually. Plus I’m better now, I can control myself most times. But this is grilled chicken!”
He shook his head and sniffed.
“Anyway…” I poked my tongue out at him “this looks yum, buon appétito!”
Waving his fork dramatically he answered, “Buon appétito, cara mia!”
I chuckled and started on my meal. We ate in silence for a few minutes, enjoying our food.
“So, how’s the flat coming along?”
He snorted. “Not sure if it was some kind of twisted lesson of Dad’s to give it to me. Place was in shambles.”
Liam’s Dad, Michael, was a Londoner born and bred and gave Liam his old rental flat in West Kensington as a 25th birthday present.
“Oh poor you, only a little two bedder in the middle of London? How will you cope?”
“Hey, don’t get me wrong. I’m eternally grateful, but it’s been a nightmare pulling it together into some semblance of liveability. Lesson learned, never ever rent out your place out to students without constant supervision!”
“Er yeah, I’ll remember that when I start my real estate empire.”
“Sorry, Sam. Whinging again, aren’t I? Anyway, to answer your question, it’s finally coming together. I’ve had to go in and strip it all down, start from scratch again. Painted, pulled down walls, changed the carpets, put in some new windows.”
“Sounds fun.”
“Urgh.”
“But you said you loved renovating? Your emails were starting to sound more and more like Renovation Rescue episodes.”
“Yeah, but 6 months is my limit. If I never see another paint brush again it won’t be soon enough.” He sipped at his beer and smiled at me over the rim.
“Anyway, enough thrilling renovation talk. What’ve you been up to since you landed? Started the sightseeing bonanza yet?”
“No, not yet. Just been trying to get over the jetlag first.”
“Yeah, it’s a killer coming over this way.”
I nodded in agreement and took a quick sip of my lemonade. “Hey, do you remember me telling you about Max?”
He wrinkled his forehead.
Obviously not.
“You know, the English guy that used to come with his parents to Bali. My Dad’s friends?” I prompted his memory again.
“Ahhh, yeah. The one you had a crush on when you were, like, 10 or something.”
“14. Whatever. I saw him yesterday. We caught up for coffee…and dinner…and…” I trailed off, not sure what the last ‘and’ was for.
“You’re blushing! What, what? Spill!”
“Nothing! He’s just really…nice. And he’s taking me to the V&A this afternoon. Meeting him there at 3.” I had to quickly take a sip before my grin grew any bigger.
“Uh huh. I know that look, Sam. You fancy him! Bloody hell, you work fast, don’t you?”
I punched him from across the table, but laughed and shook my head. “Shut up! Nothing happened. Besides he’s just being nice by taking me around. We’re old family friends.”
“Sure sure. So, you trying to give me a hint then?”
“Huh?”
“It’s 2:50.”
“What?! Oh my God, I'm going to be so late! Shit. How do I get there from here?!” I shot up grabbing my jacket and sat down again when I realised we hadn’t paid. I started scrabbling around for my A to Z in my bag.
“Calm down, Sam,” Liam laughed as he took a final sip of his beer and got up, “lucky for you it’s just around the corner. I’ll take you as soon as I’ve paid.”
I exhaled in relief and got up to follow him to the register. “Let me pay, Liam, I asked you to lunch.”
“Are you kidding? You in ma town now. Don’t worry, I’ll get it, Sam.” He winked and flashed me a grin.
“Thanks, I’ll get the next one.”
As I waited, I saw a group of girls looking appreciatively at him as he stood in line to pay. I shook my head as he passed by them on his way back to me, oblivious to their open staring. They narrowed their eyes at me as he put his hands on the small of my back to lead me out.
“Right, it’s literally 10 minutes from here. Follow me, milady.” He offered his elbow as we stepped onto the sidewalk. I could almost feel the daggers in my back as we walked down the street.
“Same as always.” I shook my head in amusement.
“What?”
“Those girls.”
“What girls?”
“Oh, never mind.” I rolled my eyes and pushed him ahead of me.
We made our way quickly and sure enough, within 10 minutes we were walking up the first steps of the museum. I saw Max leaning against one of the doors and my heartbeat doubled. I dropped Liam’s arm as we walked up the stairs and he shoved both his hands into his pockets.
“Sammi.” Max straightened up as we came closer.
“Max, this is my friend Liam. Liam, this is Max.”
They faced each other as I introduced them, shook hands, eyes to eye.
“Liam Bennet.”
“Maxwell Edmonton. Sammi spoke quite a bit about you.”
“Really, well she’s mentioned you also.”
Silence.
“Um, we had lunch just around the corner,” I threw in.
“Oh right, near your firm?”
“Yep.”
More silence.
I stood in the middle of the two men thinking they couldn’t be more different. Max’s dark hair and pale complexion, was in stark contrast to Liam’s olive Mediterranean looks.
“Would you like to join us?” Max placed his hand lightly on my shoulder.
“Better not. Have to get back to work.” I looked up and was surprised to see Liam clench his jaw before relaxing it quickly.
“Are you sure, Liam? There’s got to be plenty you haven’t seen in there yet.”
“Ah, quite sure, Sam. I’m going to be late enough as it is.” He turned to give me a lightning hug then backed off down the steps before calling out over his shoulder, “You kids have fun!”
I waved him off and turned back to Max with a smile.
“Shall we?” Max asked.
“Yes we shall. Okay, so what’s your favourite display?”
He put his hand on my back as he led me into the museum. I felt a warm shot of electricity zing up my spine.
*
From that day on, Max and I were inseparable, he would spend all of his free time with me, showing me his favourite spots around town, dutifully following me as I visited all the tourist attractions. We took the compulsory photos in front of Big Ben, the Tower, London Bridge, and every other landmark in the guidebook.
When he was busy I spent my time window shopping on Oxford Street or meeting Liam for a quick lunch. I felt a little guilty for not spending more time with Liam, but consoled myself with the thought that he was too busy with work anyway and wouldn’t miss me that much. He kept assuring me that all was good and that I should enjoy my holiday any which way I chose.
As promised, on Friday Max came by my hostel to pick me up on the way to the country. The shiny black Saab convertible rolled to a stop just outside of the door and I had to shake my head as my fellow backpackers’ jaws hit the floor.
“Bloody nice piece of machinery, Master Edmonton.” I tried to put on a posh accent, but failed miserably.
He laughed. “Thanks, it was Dad’s actually. I’m pretty attached to the thing. He’d only just bought it when he’d died.”
Dammit! Way to put your foot in! I scanned his face to see if talking about it was painful. It was a relief to see his smile reach his eyes as he caressed the steering wheel affectionately.
“Right, to the country then!” He put the car into gear and we roared out of Earl’s Court in style.
As we headed onto the freeway he switched the stereo on and let the beat thump through the car.
“Hope you like Jay Z?”
“Yep, but I have to say I’m kind of surprised you do.”
“Why?”
“I just thought you were more into…dance music? At least that’s what you were into back then.”
“You mean those mix tapes I used to make?” He laughed. “I still listen to lounge and the sort. Actually I like all kinds of music, but right now more into hip hop and R&B.” He paused to press a button on the dash which brought the top down. The spotless white polo shirt he wore glowed in the bright sunlight. “How about you?” He turned to face me briefly, the wind whipping his hair into a thick mess. My hands itched.
“Same, as in I like all kinds of music. It varies from David Grey to Missy Elliot and everything in between.”
“That’s quite a range. How about classical?”
“Definitely. But for sure R&B and hip hop are close to the top of the list. I have a problem controlling myself if I hear R&B, it makes me just want to dance.”
“I’d like to see that.” He smiled to himself as he kept his eyes on the road.
“I don’t know, I don’t hold myself responsible for what happens when R&B music gets involved.”
He turned to me, a smile crinkling his eyes. “I think I can handle it.”
Grinning, I turned to my window to watch the rushing view, my mind buzzing at the thought of dancing with him. I heard him chuckle softly as he concentrated on the road again.
I closed my eyes to enjoy the warm sun beating down on us as we sped past ever thinning rows of houses and shops until we came out into the open country. The road grew smaller until it was only a single lane hemmed in tightly by hedges. The car turned into a gravel driveway bordered by huge ancient oaks, winding through a grove and coming out into an open clearing. We crunched to a stop in front of an impressive two-storey cottage.
Max’s Mum was standing by the front door and waved at us excitedly as the engine cut off. She strode over and planted a kiss on Max’s cheek before coming over to my side of the car.
“Oh my dear Sammi! It’s been so long!” She put her arms around me in a warm hug. I was engulfed in a cloud of roses and talcum powder.
Mrs Edmonton was roundish with the same dark hair as her son, which she had pulled back into a soft chignon. She wore a flowing skirt and a raspberry cotton cardigan that accentuated her creamy white skin.
“It’s lovely to see you again, Mrs E.”
She stood back and held me at arm’s length. “Well look, you’ve grown into a beautiful young lady.” I smiled to hide my embarrassment. “You look just like your mother with those big brown eyes. I can’t say that I see much of Iwan in there though.”
“Ah no, apparently the hair is the only thing I got from Dad’s side. Must be those strong Polish genes!” For some reason my Mum’s side had taken over and people were always finding it hard to see any similarities between Dad and me. “Anyway, thanks so much for having me over.”
“Of course, of course. You know my home is yours, my darling girl. And I promised your mama I would take care of you.” She put her arm through mine and walked us away from the car. “Here, come through so you can put your things in the guest room. I’m getting lunch ready. Come, come.” She ushered us through the door, which led into a gorgeous marble hallway.
As I expected, their country home was magnificent. Despite the size, Olivia had managed to make it warm and cosy, with lots of comfy reading nooks and a massive collection of artefacts from all of their travels. Dozens of oriental rugs covered the marble floors and freshly cut flowers stood on small tables around each room. Pictures of Max were scattered everywhere. Max in his teens, dressed in a baggy t-shirt and jeans, Max on top of a ski slope wearing a delightful neon number, in his high school graduation gown, and even one of the both of us taken in a rice field in Bali.
“Bit embarrassing,” he whispered into my ear as I studied a collection of them on the living room hearth, “she’s got snaps of me everywhere.”
“Actually, it’s great, I feel like I’m catching up on years of you growing up with these.” I continued to study them, intensely aware of him standing close behind me. I could hardly breathe, not really seeing the frames in front of me.
“I remember that one,” he said softly, studying the picture of us at seven years old, “you were being a little brat and ignoring me the whole holiday. Your Dad could hardly get us close enough for a shot.” He laughed softly.
I grinned and nudged him. “Sorry, little girls can be mean. I’m a bit nicer now.”
“More than a bit, I think.”
I held my breath as we both stared unseeing at the picture.
“Lunch is served, my sweets.” His Mum came in breaking the spell. I let out my breath sharply and turned to follow her out the door. I could feel Max’s eyes follow me as we walked out into the sunny garden.
Lunch was laid out in a wide lawn surrounded by ancient ash trees, which threw a soft cool shade over the table. I remembered what a great cook Olivia was when I saw the impressive spread of salads, quiches and cold pastas. I was grateful I had an appetite to appreciate it all.
“To old friends.” Olivia raised her wine glass and winked quickly at me before taking a sip. “Dig in, I hope you don’t mind a cold lunch.”
“It all looks amazing, Mum, you’re the best cook in all of England.” Max leaned over and kissed her on the cheek before picking up his fork. I smiled in agreement, watching Olivia try to brush the comment off, but seeing how happy it made her. We spent the rest of the meal in easy conversation, reminiscing on what our families had been up to. Max was careful to keep the talk about his Dad at minimum and I followed suit.
The weekend was spent mostly outdoors, taking tea out in the garden, or walking to the woods just on the border of the property. We’d go for long drives out to the surrounding villages and by Sunday I was completely in love with the English countryside.
“It’s so lovely out here.” I smiled contentedly as we drove back that evening.
“Mmm. Nice to get away from the big smoke. We should take another drive out next week, maybe to Stratford-upon-Avon?”
“Really? I was planning to take the bus up. It would be great, if it isn’t too much trouble!”
“Well, the way I see it is everyone wins, you get to see more of fair ol’ England, and I get to spend more time with you.” He looked over at me for a beat before going back to watching the road.
We pulled up outside of my hostel and Max came round to my side of the car to open the door.
“Well, good night, Sammi. Hope you had as a nice time as I did.” He smiled.
I fiddled nervously with my jacket, button. “Very nice.” It was all I could manage.
He leant down and kissed me gently on the cheek. “See you soon.”
“Night.” I smiled as the butterflies in my tummy took flight. This was going to be a very interesting vacation.
*
We went out for quite a few drives, Shakespeare country to the north, Bath to the east, Brighton in the south and everywhere in between. At the end of each day he would take me back to my hostel, where he would always kiss my cheek before saying goodnight. With each night his kiss would come closer and closer to the side of my mouth, driving me mad with anticipation. But every time he would only smile and turn to go home.
After a couple of weeks I was beginning to think that I was reading the signals wrong and that maybe he just wasn’t interested. I’d been letting my imagination run away as usual, seeing us in the chapel even before our first kiss. I was too nervous to make the first move, but couldn’t think of a way to give him the hint without looking too eager.
In the third week he took me for a stroll along the Thames after dinner. We stopped to watch the London Eye as it spun around lazily in the summer evening and I leaned into the railing to peer closer at the amazing landmark.
“Beautiful.” I breathed as I bent my head back to watch the glass observation chambers as they moved silently in the night.
Max came and stood close beside me, I could feel his eyes on my face. He watched me silently before whispering, “Beautiful.”
He put an arm around me and pulled me close to him. I let my head drop down to his chest and closed my eyes. My heartbeat started to speed up, but I was frozen, nervously wondering if this was the moment I’d been waiting for. Please, please, let this be it! I prayed silently.
He turned me to face him and gently took my face in each hand. My heart beat like a caged bird as he lowered his head and kissed me ever so softly. He looked down into my eyes and whispered, “I’ve wanted to do that since I was 14.”
My heart took flight and I couldn’t help grinning as I stroked his cheek with the back of my fingers. “Me too.” I smiled into his lips and kissed him again.
That night I moved out of my hostel and into his apartment. We spent the weekend locked up in the bedroom, only venturing out to accept deliveries of food and grab utensils in the kitchen on our way back to bed. We watched old movies, read magazine articles to each other and spent the rest of the time under his soft white cotton sheets amongst fits of giggles (me) and passionate growls (him).
*
“It feels like I’ve known you forever.” I heard his voice rumble through his chest.
I closed my eyes and listened to the slow ‘thump thump’ of his steady heartbeat before answering. “I know. I don’t feel like I have to hide anything from you…It’s just so…” I struggled for the right word.
“Comfortable.”
I nodded and went back to contemplating the serene lake in front of us. His hands stroked my hair as we lay on his Burberry picnic blanket in Hampstead Heath. I heard the rumble of a baby stroller pass behind us then a chorus of laughter from a group playing volleyball by the water. I wonder what our kids would look like?
“I think you must be a good luck charm, or a weather Goddess. We’ve never had this much sun in London, everyone’s gone barmy.”
“Weather Goddess!” I snorted. “That’s a first.”
“Would you prefer Lucky Charm?”
“Just Goddess will do.”
“Mmm, my little Goddess.” His hands found their way down to my shoulders and pulled me up towards him.
“Max! Public indecency. I’m shocked.” I giggled and pulled his thick hair back to kiss his brow.
His arms circled around my waist possessively as he growled in my ear. “Let them watch!”
“Max!” I couldn’t help giggling again as he nuzzled my neck loudly. I pounded on his chest playfully before he rolled me over onto my back and gently pulled my hair from my face. His features softened as his eyes searched mine. I smiled shyly at the intensity I saw in them.
“My sweet Sammi.”
He kissed me softly before propping himself on his elbow.
“Help! Oh my God, Ginny!! Ginnnnyyy!!”
Max whipped his head around to find the source of the yelling. I pushed myself up and looked around wildly.
“Oh my God! Oh my God!”
A young woman was running towards the lake’s edge screaming while a man leapt into the water and dove in with a splash. We jumped up and started to run over to them, watching as the man pulled out a small girl from the water and carried her to shore.
“Oh my God, I just turned my back for one second! She was just playing!” The young mother came rushing towards the man and reached for the girl. “Ginny!! She’s not breathing! She’s not breathing!”
“Anybody know CPR? Please!” the man’s voice yelled above the mother’s as he looked around urgently.
Max reached them before I did, running faster than I’d ever imagined he could. I arrived as he was taking the girl from the man and putting her gently on the ground. A crowd had quickly formed around them.
“Call 999!” he yelled out as he knelt down beside the little girl. “Get back! Please, give her some room!”
I started to pull my phone out before I heard a man standing near me barking out our location into his mobile.
The girl’s face was pale and strands of dirty blonde hair were sticking to her chubby cheeks. The mother wailed uncontrollably as she knelt down beside Max.
“Please.” His voice was quiet and even as he pushed the Mum gently aside. He tilted the little girl’s chin up slightly with his fingers then put his ear to her mouth to check for breathing. Then, squeezing her nose gently shut, he started CPR.
My heart was racing as I watched him calmly give her mouth-to-mouth then pump at her chest one-handed. Her face remained pale and waxen, her lips had turned an awful shade of purple. He continued to alternate between the breath and pumping while we watched anxiously.
With a sudden fit of coughing the girl spluttered to life and Max turned her to her side, gently patting her back as she took shaky gasps of air.
“Oh Ginny! My baby!” Her mum sobbed and patted her little girl’s hair.
“She’ll be fine. Do you have a blanket?” She nodded and reluctantly got up to get it. Seconds later the paramedics came and I was pushed aside as they rushed onto the scene. As I stepped out from the crowded circle I heard Max explain the situation in an even voice to the EMTs.
It took a few minutes, but eventually I saw him push his way out of the crowd and look around for me.
“Max!” I ran over and hugged him. “Is she okay?”
“She’ll be fine. In a bit of shock. Thankfully that guy pulled her out just in time.”
“And lucky you were here!”
He shrugged. “Just in the right place at the right time. Anyone else would have done the same. They’ll take her to the hospital now, she’ll be fine,” he repeated.
“You were amazing Max, how can you be so calm? I was a mess just watching you.”
“Training.” He pushed me back gently to look me. “Are you okay?”
“Me?” I smiled shakily at him. “Fine, just a bit too much adrenaline pumping through the system I think.” I hugged him again.
“Good.” He kissed the top of my head. I sighed and let myself relax against his chest as he rubbed my back gently. I watched the EMTs wheel the little girl away, her Mum hovering over her protectively. The crowd melted and we were left alone again.
Max glanced at his watch and scrunched his face. “Sorry, Sammi, I have exactly 2 minutes before I have to dash back to the hospital. Are you sure you’ll be alright on your own?”
“Max. I’m a big girl, I think I can manage finding my way around.”
“Do you want me to take the blanket back to the car?”
“Sure, I’m just going to wander around the park for a bit.”
He leaned down and quickly folded the blanket before I could even move to help. “And you have my number if anything right?”
“Yes, go on! I’ll be fine. Really.”
“Okay.” He kissed me before turning to go then stopped again. He shook his head as he toyed with his keys.
“What?”
He pulled me to him and smothered me with kisses.
“You’ll…be…late!” I managed between gasps and laughter.
“Quite right.” He stopped abruptly and pulled away before turning to run off in the direction of the parking lot.
I shook my head as I watched him become smaller and smaller, until he disappeared entirely. My cheeks hurt from all the grinning.
*
“What’s all this?”
I walked into the kitchen to find Max humming to himself happily. He was surrounded by chopped vegetables, sauce bottles, and sizzling pots.
“Dinner.” He grinned and kissed me quickly before going back to the fry pan.
“You cook?”
“Don’t sound so surprised. Boys can cook you know.”
“I know that, it’s just…” I watched him throw the vegetables into the pan, “is there anything you can’t do?”
He barked out a laugh and shook his head. “Plenty! Cooking just happens to be a hobby. I don’t get much time to do it, so when I have a beautiful guest staying, I like to try to impress her with my skills.” He winked before squeezing some soy sauce onto the vegetables.
“And you have a lot of beautiful guests then?” I asked, my eyebrow arching.
“Nope. Not at all.” He leaned over and kissed me softly. “And never as beautiful as this one.”
I grinned and pulled him close for a longer kiss. I wonder how long it will be before this is us in our very own kitchen? The thought made my insides go all warm and gooey.
He broke off first. “Watch it! We’ll have charcoal for dinner if you keep distracting me like that.”
“Maaf, maaf.” I apologised and peeked around him to look at the pots on the stove. “Anything I can do?”
“Make the table up, if you don’t mind. Then sit yourself down on the couch and wait. I’ll be done in a few.”
He finished cooking and brought all the dishes to the table.
“Stir fry, nasi goreng, and grilled chicken.”
“Wow, this looks delicious Max. I can’t wait.”
“Hold on,” he reached behind his back, “and some sambal.” He put the bottle down in front of me with a flourish.
“Ooh! Where’d you find it?” I clapped excitedly. My bottle had run out and I’d been trying to find more for days without much luck.
“I have my ways.”
I pulled him down and kissed him noisily. “Thank you, you gorgeous, gorgeous man.”
“Very welcome. Now, makan? Did I say that right?”
“Yep, let’s eat!”
*
I woke up to him watching me.
“Morning.” I smiled as I stretched contentedly in the sunshine streaming through the big windows.
His face stayed serious and I couldn’t read the expression in his eyes. I stopped in mid stretch.
“What is it?” I asked, my forehead wrinkling. He reached out his hand to smooth my skin.
He let out a sigh before starting, “Sammi, you’ve only got two weeks left.”
My heart plummeted, I was dreading this moment. When reality would creep back and pull me away from him.
“Doesn’t feel like 6 weeks, does it?” I whispered.
He shook his head before going on, “If I had my way, I’d never have you leave me. But Sammi, it would be dreadful to come all this way and miss out on the rest of Europe.” Max gently reminded me.
I closed my eyes. He was right of course, but I didn’t like it.
“And you can’t come see me in Rome before I fly out?” I asked knowing the answer already.
“You know I can’t, Sammi.”
“I know. Your exams,” I sighed.
I felt silent tears roll down my cheek. He swept them away with his fingers and kissed me gently.
“Don’t cry. We’ll see each other again.”
I nodded, too overcome to say anymore. I couldn’t imagine how. I’d be stuck with my job and life in Australia, while he’d be here with his studies. I didn’t know if I had the strength to endure a long distance relationship, everyone knew they never lasted. Why did I have this awful feeling in my heart that this was the last time I’d be this happy with him?
“Sammi? Open your eyes.”
I shook my head and sniffed. I couldn’t bear to look at him as the tears coursed down my face.
“Sammi, please.”
I felt his hands on my cheek and finally looked up at him.
“I have something for you.” He reached behind his back and brought out a small white package tied with a baby blue silk ribbon.
“What is it?”
“Open it.”
I lay on my back and unwrapped the little box. Inside was a delicate silver charm bracelet. An assortment of little hearts hung from the chain in a rainbow of semi precious gems.
“It’s beautiful.” It threw sparkles of multihued light onto the duvet as I held it up. “Thank you.”
Max took it from me then fastened it onto my wrist. He smiled then placed a soft kiss on my palm. “It’s just a small thing, something to remember me by.”
“I’ll never forget you, Max.”
He pulled me in and held me tightly. I could feel the tension in him.
“Sammi, I love you,” he breathed.
My heart soared at his words and I forgot everything else.
“I love you too!” I reached over and kissed him, gently at first, then more deeply as he grabbed me and crushed me to him.
*
I cried endlessly as we stood in Kings Cross Station to say our goodbyes, thinking that it was so unfair to find the love of my life on the other side of the planet. I clung to him while he told me that we would see each other again.
“Sammi, I’ve never felt this way before. And I have a feeling that this is just the beginning.” He stroked my face and kissed the tears away.
“Me too. I just can’t believe that I’m losing you.”
“You’re not losing me, I told you, we’ll meet again. Soon. You believe that too, don’t you?”
I nodded, but couldn’t say anything else. I burrowed my face into his shirt and inhaled his scent, trying to lock it into my memory.
He stroked my hair gently and murmured. “My sweet Sammi. Please don’t be sad. I’ve had the most wonderful time of my life with you. We’ll find the time to meet up again, I promise.”
I looked up and sniffed, the tears rolling freely down my face. “I love you,” I whispered before reaching up to kiss him.
The boarding call rang loudly across the speakers, jolting me. Before I knew it he’d put my pack on my back and it was time to go.
“I love you, Sammi. Be safe.” He crushed me to him and kissed the top of my head.
I balanced awkwardly on tiptoes for a last quick kiss before running to the carriage so I wouldn’t break down entirely in front of him. I collapsed into my seat and sobbed as the train pulled away from the station.
In those two short weeks I rushed through Europe trying to fit as much in as possible, travelling through France, the Netherlands, Germany, down through Switzerland, and finally to Italy. We called and texted silly romantic messages to each other every day. I couldn’t stand being so close and yet unable to see him, but forced myself to enjoy the last remaining time I had of my vacation.
****
“There she is!”
I heard the chorus and smiled. My friends had been waiting for me at our favourite café to welcome me back.
Richard and Meena made a very unusual pair as they stood up. Richard was over 190cm tall and built massively both from his Kiwi genetics as well as the hours he put in faithfully at the gym. Meena was my height, barely above 165cm and thin as a rake. She was a stunning mix of Indian and Australian.
It was the day after I’d come home and they had made me promise to fill them in with everything that had happened. I hugged each of them in turn before taking a seat at the table.
“Where’s Lauren?” I asked as I put my bag onto the empty seat.
“Usual, running late.” Meena rolled her eyes and took a sip of her white wine. She pushed her glasses up on her nose before continuing. “She’s got some deadline for an art show or something and spent all night firing. Just texted her.”
“Who cares! C’mon, tell! How was it? Other than fabulous, of course!” Richard waved his hand enthusiastically.
“It was so fabulous, Rich. I spent days out in the country, drove through these gorgeous little lanes. It was just like Pride and Prejudice, or Emma or…I don’t know, every Austen we’ve ever seen. The hillside covered in flowers, funky little pubs-”
“-Uh huh. Yaddi yadda. To the interesting stuff. Who is this mysterious man you keep hinting about? You are the worst texter in all of history, woman. I’m expecting tons of dirty action stories to compensate for your lack of communication. Soooo…?” Richard lowered his oversized designer glasses and pouted.
“Oh my God, give the girl the chance to answer, woman!” Meena smacked him on the shoulder before turning to me. “Well, who was he?”
I laughed and shook my head. “He’s an old friend.” They cooed and clapped in delight. I told the story after an enthusiastic round of “Tell, tell, tell!”.
“Oh wow. So amazing, Sammi, it’s like a fairytale!”
“I know, Meen! He’s the most gorgeous, lovely man I’ve ever known.” I smiled into the distance, lost in my memories of Max.
“Well honey, first kiss under the London Eye, getting lost under the covers for a week, a doctor in training! Phew!” Richard fanned himself. “Sounds like my kind of man too.”
“Haha, well hands off, Rich. He’s all mine.”
“So tell me, why haven’t we heard about the delicious Mr Max before this anyway?” he asked.
I shrugged. “I don’t know. I told you we haven’t really kept in touch, so I guess it never really occurred to me? It has been over 10 years since the last time we met.”
“It’s hard to believe though, Sam, what a story. I can’t believe you guys have known each other all your lives.”
“Who’s known who all their lives?” Lauren came running in from behind me. Her tie-dye scarf was falling off her shoulders as she flopped into the seat. Luckily she had remembered to pick up my bag beforehand. “Darling!” She sat up again to give me a quick hug. Her forehead was streaked with a big smudge of clay. I was about to tell her when Richard interrupted.
“Max. The one she’s known all her life. You missed the whole story, Loz.” He slapped her leg. “By the way, you know I totally love your whole hippy vibe sweetie,” he waved his hands in a circle in front of her, “but what’s with the mud pack?”
“Huh?” she wrinkled her brows in confusion.
I picked up my napkin and pushed her wild curls from her face to try and wipe the blotch off. “You’ve got clay on you, sweetheart.” When it didn’t come off I sprinkled some water on the napkin and tried again.
“Oh, thanks, Sam. So who’s Max?”
“Go on, Sam, tell us the whole story again. We don’t mind.” Meena rested her chin on her hand and smiled. Richard nodded his assent, so I went through it all again.
“Oh my God! That’s amazing!” Lauren held her heart and shook her head.
“Exactly what I said!” Meena exclaimed. “She’s found her very own Prince Charming.”
Laurens face fell. “But, what happens now? I mean you’re back here and he’s…”
“…there. I don’t know. I guess we just have to try and figure out when we can be together again. He’s incredibly busy, so probably won’t be coming here anytime soon.”
“Ouch.”
“Yeah, tell me about it. But I just have a feeling things are going to work out.” I smiled as I fiddled with one of the charms on my bracelet.
“Oh honey, of course they will. “
“Thanks, Rich.”
“Welcome. Ooh, pretty,” he caught sight of the bracelet and took my wrist, “is it from lover boy?”
“Isn’t it gorgeous? He gave it to me before I left.”
They crowded around, making all the right appreciative sounds.
“I’m going to keep it on until I see him again.”
“Hmm, all the time? That could get kinda icky.”
“Lauren!” Meena slapped her.
“Ow! What? I just meant if she kept it on all the time, you know in the shower and sleeping and stuff it could get…oh never mind.” Lauren stopped talking when Meena shoved her arm.
“Don’t worry, I’ll keep it clean, Loz.” I couldn’t help a small smirk as Meena rolled her eyes.
“Have you got a picture?” Richard asked.
I smiled as I pulled out my digital camera and went through my favourite photos of Max. Looking through them again tugged at my heart. I wondered what he was up to as I gazed on his handsome face.
“Whoa! Hellooooo Max.”
“Oh my God, you look so happy, Sam. Your face is glowing!”
“He’s gorgeous! Kinda like Rpatz!”
“R who?”
“Robert Pattinson, Loz!” Richard rolled his eyes “Mr Scrumptious himself! I bet he has the same accent!”
I beamed at the compliments. “Thanks guys, he is pretty special, isn’t he?” They nodded as I put the camera away.
“Speaking of hot guys, how’s our friend Liam? I assume you did take a break from all this loving up to meet with our favourite geek?”
“Haha, yes I did, Richard. He’s doing great. If you can believe it he was wearing coats and designer jeans.”
“What? No ATARI t-shirt?” Lauren looked shocked.
“Of course, the Atari T-shirt never dies. Some things don’t change.”
We all laughed and continued to catch up as we ordered our lunches. They made me fill in every detail, asking me over and over again about every romantic gesture and word that had passed between Max and me. It was late into the afternoon when we finally started to make a move.
“So good to have you back, Sam. I need my goss partner, otherwise it’s all freaky I.T. geeks all day talking about servers and their packets.” Meena stood up and kissed my cheek. “See you at work tomorrow, ‘kay?”
I nodded and turned to hug Lauren. Her hair covered my face and I pushed it laughingly out of the way before finishing the embrace.
“Remember to call me when you finish the piece okay? Mum said she’d love to see it. I’ll take some pics and email her.”
“Thanks, Sam. Your Mum reads email?”
“Sometimes, if I call her beforehand.” I laughed and hugged her again.
Richard picked me up in a big bear hug and kissed my forehead.
“Don’t be a stranger, love. We’ll have none of this pining away lonely business. Next weekend, drinks at Liquid in honour of your sexy McSteamy.”
I made a face. “Liquid?”
“Oh come on! We are not spending next weekend with those damn Austen books again. I love the woman, but sometimes a girl’s just gotta a get a drink into her. Say yes, pleeeeaaase.” He waited until I nodded reluctantly.
“Yay! Okay, you saw that, Meena. There was agreement. Little miss Sammi is coming out!”
Meena rolled her eyes and pulled at his arm. “Come on! We should get home before Idol comes on. It’s boys night remember.”
I watched them leave then made my way to my car. I had to get home to finish my unpacking before work tomorrow.
*
Max and I spoke every day on the phone, declaring our love and saying how much we missed each other. We talked about how wonderful it would all be when we finally were together again. He sent me long emails detailing his days and how much he wished I was there to share them. I read about wild parties where he would spend the night ignoring the advances of girls and smiled. It was the same for me. I went out with the gang, but just wouldn’t enjoy myself, spending the time daydreaming about him on the other side of the planet.
My phone bill was astronomical. Just to hear his voice was worth every little penny though.
“Hey girl, how’s it going?” Meena had come to my desk and sat on the edge as she looked over the pictures of Max I’d plastered all over the walls.
“Not bad. Came in early to Skype Max. My bills are getting a little out of hand.”
“Ooh, Skype Max. Sounds so much dirtier than it should.” She laughed, “Unless of course it was dirty.” She wiggled her eyebrows.
I couldn’t help, but laugh. “None of your business. How’s the nerd herd downstairs?”
“Urgh, boring as usual. All they ever want to talk about is security flaw this, protocol that. Blah blah blah. We have an alarming lack of hotness in this city.” She pouted. “Where are all the good men?”
“In England.” I looked over at a picture of Max and me smiling into the camera. I remembered that day clearly. We were sitting in a café in Brighton when Max had asked the waiter to take the photo.
“Yeah. We should import some of that talent over here.”
“Don’t I wish.”
“And how are you dealing with that by the way? I can’t imagine how hard it must be not seeing him after all this time.”
“It really sucks, Meen. I wake up every morning hurting. He’s all I can think about every minute. Even when I’m here, I sometimes catch myself staring at code for ages without typing a single letter.”
“Yes, well as exciting as HTML is, I can imagine daydreaming about a gorgeous Londoner is much more rewarding.”
“I don’t know about rewarding, just makes me so much more frustrated. I want the real thing!” I sighed and put my head on the desk. “God, I have no idea when I’ll see him again.”
She stroked my hair and asked “Have you thought about going back there?
“Of course. But I can’t get any more time off.” I mumbled into my arm wretchedly.
“No, I mean. Go back. Permanently.”
“I wish! Believe me, the thought has crossed my mind.”
“What’s stopping you?”
“I…I don’t know. What about work and you guys…and…”
“Work? Are you serious? Honey you’re good but I don’t think we’d fall apart if you left.” She snorted.
I raised my eyebrow.
“Sorry. But seriously, let’s face it, this,” she swept her arm over my desk, “is not the ultimate dream job we’re talking about. And as for the gang, you know we only want the best for you, Sam.”
She was starting to make sense. Actually if I really thought about it, there really wasn’t anything stopping me. So why not? I could easily sell everything up and move over. It had always been a fantasy of mine to live in Europe anyway. I could travel around the continent and the best part, be with Max!
“But, this is huge!”
“Yes, it is. But woman, you’re young and able. If it weren’t for the iron claws of my Mum, I would do it in a heartbeat.”
“Oh, Meen!” I sat up and stared at her, my heart fluttering with excitement. “It would be pretty amazing to do it, wouldn’t it?”
“Yes! Do it, Sam, chase your dream. Don’t waste your life here in this cubicle. You’ve found your Prince Charming, now go back there and keep him!”
“I will, I will!” I paused in mid hop. “But oh, what about you? You’ll be left here in the twilight zone with the herd.”
She sighed dramatically and sat on the desk. “Yes, I know. It’ll be torture not having an ally to rely on against the hordes of Nerddom,” she smirked, “but this is true love! I’ll probably be reincarnated as a cockroach or something if I tried to stop you.”
“Never, you’re way too nice!” I hugged her quickly. “Hey, I just thought of something. How the hell am I going to do this?”
“What do you mean how? Sell up, pack up and ship out?”
“I know that bit. But won’t I need some kind of visa to live in England? Do you think it’ll be hard to get one?”
She shook her head. “Doubt it. I had a cousin go over about a year ago. Super easy. I think it was some kind of youth visa, any Aussie can get it.”
“Really? Oh wow…So, I should do it?” I couldn’t contain my excitement as I asked her one more time.
“Duh! Of course! C’mon, lets Google this whole visa business. Shouldn’t be too complicated.”
I grabbed her arms and we jumped up and down in glee before sitting in front of my screen to start searching. She stayed with me a while until one of her team downstairs called her back for some technical emergency.
“Email me.” She mouthed, walking away while covering her phone with one hand.
Her enthusiasm was contagious, I had a hard time concentrating for the rest of the day. I spent it Googling London and European cities, daydreaming about all fabulous travelling I would soon get to do. Wonder if Max will have time to travel with me?
That night I slept fitfully and could hardly wait to call Max again the next morning. As soon as he picked up on Skype I blurted it out.
“Max, I’m coming over!”
“Morning, baby….What?”
“Oh, morning love. I’ve just decided yesterday! Oh God, I can’t stand it any more. I miss you so much it hurts.”
“I miss you too, baby-
“-and besides I need to get out of Brisbane. I would love to see more of Europe, I’d get to see all the places I missed last time and I can get a working visa and come over for two years, just work in casual jobs and…oh, Max I’m going to do it!” All my words mashed together as I spoke. This is really going to happen!
“Wait, babe, wait. What are you talking about?”
“I’m moving to London!”
“Wha…I mean, wow! Are you sure Sammi? This is massive!”
“Of course I’m sure. I was getting itchy feet anyway. I can’t wait to see you!” I could hardly contain myself, the thought of seeing him in a few months was just too much.
“When?”
“Hopefully in about two months. I have to organise my visa and of course sell everything up here. So with any luck I can get there just after Christmas!” I squeaked with joy. “Oh God, imagine it, Max. We can finally be together.”
“That’s wonderful! I can’t wait. I’ll have to get the apartment spic and span for a lady I suppose.” He laughed.
“Yeah right, Max, your place is impeccable. I just hope I’m not too messy.” I was giddy that he had mentioned staying in his apartment. I didn’t want to rush ahead and assume that we would move in together, but was happy that at least he was considering it.
“Baby, this is the best news I’ve had all week, but look I’ve got to run. I have to start rounds soon. I’ll call you later tonight after I finish, ok?”
“Oh, of course! Talk to you soon…Max?”
“Yes?”
“I love you!” I grinned into the phone.
“Love you too! Gotta run.”
*
I missed Max each minute of the day, only living for the next phone call or message that would come through. Every morning I would impatiently turn on my phone and be rewarded with an email from him, always signed with “Miss you, M”. I would answer by text and by the time I made it to the office I would have a new message waiting for me.
Reading the lovely words he wrote gave me the strength to get through until I would be in London again.
In the end it took me almost three months to organise myself. After I sold most of my possessions, I stayed at Mum’s for the last few days and stored my remaining things in her garage. She helped me find a small corner in her overflowing shed and I covered the lot in tarpaulin to keep the bush creatures off.
“I’m so excited for you, sweetheart. This is a big adventure!”
“It sure is, Mum. Aren’t you glad your boring little girl is finally doing something crazy?”
“My darling, you are never boring. Maybe a little bit safe, but never boring.” She hugged me and kissed my hair. “You know you are the most beautiful, talented, big hearted girl in the world.”
“Sure, Mum.” I laughed, indulging in her warm rose and sandalwood hug. “You have to say that.”
“No I mean it, Sammi. I’m very proud of you. And I’m sure your father is also, Iwan was quite the adventurer when he was younger. You know, we travelled all through Pakistan and Afghanistan and through to India when we were just around your age.”
“I know Mum, don’t I wish I could see half of what you guys have. But hey, this is a good start right?”
“Absolutely.” We cleaned our gumboots on the welcome mat before walking through the cabin door. “And you have to give my love to Max and Olivia. I’m glad he’s grown up into such a nice young boy.”
“I will Mum. And I’m glad he has also.” I grinned.
“Ah, young love. Enjoy it my Sammi, but be careful. I know it all seems like the best thing in the world right now. But love can be difficult. Just try to stay true to yourself, no matter what happens.”
“What do you mean no matter what happens?” What was she saying? Didn’t she believe in my fairytale?
“Darling, don’t be upset.” She ran her hand quickly over my knitted brow. “I just want you to be happy. Be strong and protect your heart.” She hugged me again then led me inside through her chaotic living room to the kitchen. Pieces of machinery, canvases and half finished sculptures were scattered amongst the mismatched furniture. I sat down at the brushed wood kitchen table while she made us cups of tea. “It’s not that I’m not happy for you. I just wish I had the knowledge I do now, back when I was your age.”
“Well, I’m sure I have lots of things to learn. But all I can think of now is that I just want to make him and myself happy. I want to go over there and live my life, throw it all in and see what I get back.” She handed me my mug. “Thanks.”
“Okay, okay, Sammi. You do that. Just remember you will always have home.”
“I know, Mum, but I’m sure I won’t be coming back for long while. You’ll just have to come over and visit us in London.” I beamed as I took a sip of tea. All I could think of was my flight the next day.
My flight to Max.
*
“I’m going to miss you so much!” Meena cried as she gave me a huge hug. She stepped back and I could see tears forming in her eyes. She wiped them away before taking a quick step back. I’d just finished checking in and was about to go into the immigration line of Brisbane International Airport. Richard and Lauren hovered close behind.
“Don’t you start blubbing, Meen, you’ll get me started,” I sniffed as Lauren stepped up and threw herself at me.
“I can’t believe you’re leaving me!” she wailed as we clung to each other.
I half laughed and half cried into her hair, “You guys promised!” I wailed before Richard pulled Lauren away. He shook his head at our blubbering display.
“Ladies, ladies!” he rolled his eyes before smiling and hugging me fiercely, “it’s not like we’re never gonna see her again, is it sweetie?” He pulled away and held me at arm’s length. “Now you go and get your Prince Charming, girlfriend. And I better get an invite to the wedding girl, or else I will hunt your ass down.”
“You’re going be the Maid of Honour, remember?”
“Uh hunh, you betcha. I look hot in white.”
“Excuse me, I think Sammi is the one who’ll be wearing white!” Lauren shot back.
“White?! Honey, by the time the wedding comes around I doubt if Sammi’s going to be able to wear black.”
“Shut up Meena, it’s not like that remember?” Lauren laughed, “this is a true blue fairy tale. Not a sordid Mills and Boon.”
“Yeah right, before we know it there’ll be hundreds of little Edmontons running around.”
“You’re just jealous, Meen.”
“We’re all jealous, honey!” Richard interrupted them, “we all want Prince Charming to come in and sweep us off our feet. God knows, I do!”
We all laughed as he theatrically swept his hand above his brow and pretended to swoon. Meena shoved him quickly before hugging him.
“Oh and give my love to Liam and a big squeeze of his sexy behind, will you?”
Richard put his hand to his heart. “Meena! I’m shocked. How scandalous of you!”
“Un hunh, like you haven’t said worse. That boy has the yummiest arse this side of the universe! Must be all that soccer. Mmm.” All three of them sighed in unison and drifted off into their own private fantasies. I couldn’t help shaking my head at my mad friends and laugh.
“I will, ladies, and I’ll give him a special hug just from you, Meena,” then added more quietly, “I’m going to miss you guys.”
“Calling all passengers for flight SQ 175, to Singapore. Your boarding lounge is now open. Please make your way to gate E12.”
With a collective squeal, we all jumped in for a group hug before they pushed me away towards immigration.
Richard handed me my daypack and brand new red fleece jacket before whispering, “Go get your man, girly.”
I walked quickly towards the ever-growing line, turning around every few steps to wave back at them. They watched until I’d cleared immigration and disappeared into the throng, waving and air kissing the whole way. Finally I turned and exhaled sharply, letting my shoulders drop. I couldn’t believe I was actually about to board. A huge smile replaced the sadness as I remembered what I was looking forward to. Max’s face swam in front of me as I passed through the security into the lounge.
Fantasies of happily ever afters floated around in my head as I boarded the packed flight to Singapore. Just the first step. I wandered the transit terminal in Changi in an excited daze and couldn’t wait until they called the next flight. Eventually, I boarded the plane headed for London and settled myself in for the long journey, unpacking all my things around me. I opened my journal, but hardly wrote a word. I ended up spending most of the flight daydreaming about our perfect future together and then as we came closer to Heathrow, about how our dramatic reunion in the airport would play out.
His beautiful face would break into a huge smile as he met me at the gate, sweeping me up in his arms and whispering how much he missed me. I would of course, be too emotional to speak, only able to whisper “I love you” over and over.
****
I landed in Heathrow early on Sunday morning and went through the usual rigmarole with immigration and customs. Even though I was shattered by the 24 odd hour journey, I could barely hold myself back from pouring out my fairytale to the bored looking officer.
“What purpose?” she asked, eyeing me.
“Working holiday.” I put on my best friendly face and waited expectantly.
Her eyes trailed slowly from my crumpled dark blue cargo pants up to the cream woollen jumper, her face remaining flat and emotionless. My daypack was slung over one shoulder and I had the thick fleece slung on my other arm. She grunted quietly.
Stamp! Stamp! I was waved through.
Before collecting my luggage I took a quick detour to the bathroom to freshen up. I looked at my reflection in the mirror as I plonked my daypack down beside the basin.
Argh!
A red eyed, natty haired, frazzle monster stared back at me. Definitely time for some eye drops. I brushed out my ratty hair until the black locks fell smoothly down my back again. I washed my face and applied a quick swish of mascara and lip-gloss. Pinching my cheeks, I stepped back to check the results and wrinkled my nose. My pale skin still looked tired, but at least the angry redness had gone from my eyes. Not great, but it was all I could do after a long haul flight. I shrugged and gathered my things.
I was dying with excitement by the time the arrival gates swished open. I swept out quickly, a stupid grin plastered on my face as I scanned the crowds on the other side of the barrier.
I looked from left to right.
And kept looking.
No Max.
My stomach plummeted, then as the seconds ticked by, I started to worry. Did he get in an accident on the way to meet me? Was he just taking his time to get here, leaving me floundering? Was there an emergency in the hospital and he was heroically saving someone’s life as I selfishly worried why he wasn’t here to pick me up?
Bewildered, I scrabbled around in my backpack for my phone to check for messages. As always, it was never where I thought I’d put it and I ended up dumping all of the contents out on the trolley before finding the damned thing in a side pocket. I pressed the power, button on and willed it to boot up quickly as the little clock symbol whirled around and around. Finally the home screen blinked to life.
No new sms, but I had 10 new emails. I scrolled quickly down the list, passed a couple of junk mails, an email from Mum, another from Dad and one titled “Welcome Back! :)” from Liam.
And then there it was, last on the list - 1 New email from Maxwell Edmonton. “Untitled”. I clicked to open it.
Dear Sammi,
I’m so sorry. I just can’t do this right now. I’ve thought about it long and hard in these last months and I’ve realised that I’m much too busy with my internship to contemplate having a girlfriend, let alone anything more serious. I just can’t afford to split my concentration right now, it wouldn’t be fair to me. And to you. I’ll call you this afternoon to explain all of this, I just didn’t want to give you any false hopes when you arrived. Hope you had a nice flight. Welcome to London!
X Max
Everything went quiet.
I felt as if the air was sucked out of my lungs and my heart was beating hard and fast against my chest. I grasped the trolley and held on for dear life, taking short glugs of air. I stared confused at the little screen, reading it over and over to make sure I hadn’t misread the message. The screen started to swim before my eyes.
This can’t be happening! I don’t understand. What, why, how? My mind heaved and tumbled in a turmoil of confusion. I just couldn’t compute that this was really happening. How did I get from being the happiest woman on earth to the being the most miserable, wretched, alone one?
But we’re meant to be!
I blinked and looked up. I was alone in a cocoon of misery as people swirled around me. That couple hugging fiercely, that should be us! He’s hugging her just like Max should be holding me!
I was surrounded by happy reunions, couples, families and friends all wrapped up in their greetings. I watched as a little girl came running up to throw herself at her father’s legs when he appeared from behind the arrival gates. His wife followed more slowly, but looked equally excited. He picked his daughter up and they all shared a weepy hug.
I’ve got to speak to him, this has to be some kind of mistake!
I refused to believe he had just done this to me and frantically dialled his number.
“Hello,-”
“Max!”
“-you’ve reached the phone of Maxwell Edmonton. Please leave a message and I’ll get back to you as swiftly as is humanly possible.”
I heard the beep and hung up without leaving a message. A lump was forming in my throat, but I wouldn’t give up just yet. I redialled and hung up when the greeting started again. I hated the thought of waiting to speak to him, but I had no choice. I let my arms drop and slumped against the trolley. I was lost.
I stood in the middle of the crowd too stunned to move while the swarm of travellers streamed all around me. Someone tried to nudge me out of the way and finally broke the spell.
Get yourself together, woman!
After a moment, I took a deep breath, straightened my shoulders and pushed the trolley forward through the crowd.
Don’t cry, don’t cry!
I wasn’t going to fall apart in the arrival gate, I forced myself to hold back the tears until I could grieve in private. I must have looked a complete mess, the expressions of the people I passed were a mix of alarm and concern. I ignored them all. The exit doors swooshed open and I stood on the curb in the frigid winter air contemplating my next move. My mind was numb, trying to shut down, but I knew I had to get out of there.
C’mon, think! What the hell are you going to do now?
There really was only one person I could go to. Liam. I knew his flat was in West Kensington, but hadn’t managed to visit it on the last trip, too busy being wrapped up in Max. Liam of course knew all about the “fairytale” and was expecting to hear from me in the next couple of days. I found his address in my phone and jumped in the first cab I could get. I didn’t have the energy to talk or explain over the phone, so I hoped and prayed he would take me in if I just showed up on his doorstep.
The drive over was a blur of overcast skies, grey buildings and heavy traffic. My eyes skimmed over it all without registering any details. I was lost in a fog of jumbled thoughts when the cab pulled up outside a flat in a quiet leafy street.
“We’re here, love.”
The cabbie turned around in his seat and then repeated himself when I didn’t react. I looked at him blankly for a second before registering what he’d said. I paid and he helped me haul all my belongings onto the footpath outside Liam’s door. It was painted a bright red with a large ornate knocker in the centre. I took a deep breath before knocking a couple of times and stood back to wait. When nothing happened I looked around for a doorbell, and finding it, buzzed a couple of times. Please be home! Eventually I heard a scuffling behind the door and finally it swung open.
“Sam?” Liam looked taken aback to see me, his forehead wrinkled with questions.
“Liam…I…”
“What are you doing here, Sam? Aren’t you...?”
“No. I mean, I can’t…” I couldn’t say anything comprehendible. A huge sob bubbled out of me as I looked at Liam’s worried face.
“Oh God, Sam. Shhhhh.” He pulled me in for a hug and stood quietly as I sobbed, my heart breaking more and more with each gasp. He held me for what felt like forever without an inch of selfishness.
When I eventually quietened, he pushed me inside while he grabbed my things. We walked through a long hallway covered in photos and posters and finally into his bright living room where I collapsed on the couch. I pushed a few magazines off the soft leather and slid down sideways. I let my eyes close while Liam put away my bags in the corner next to his snowboard and muddy soccer boots. He came over to sit by me, stroked my hair and waited while I gathered myself to spill the story.
He listened in silence while I replayed the scene at the arrival gate. The only reaction I registered was a sharp intake of breath when I mentioned the email. I finished the story and we lapsed into more silence.
“Listen, it goes without question that you can stay, if you don’t mind sleeping on this.” He patted the couch. “I’ve just had a friend from work move into the spare room. Sorry, Sam.”
“Are you kidding? I wouldn’t care if you said I had to sleep on the floor Liam, thank you so much.” I managed to squeeze his arm and give him a weak smile. As far as I was concerned any place was sanctuary.
“That bloody bastard! How could he do this to you?” he suddenly spat out.
I stayed quiet. I’d been trying to figure out the same question, but couldn’t come up with anything good.
“I don’t know...”
“Did he give you any hint that he was feeling this way?”
“No!” I wailed, “that’s the worst thing, I was completely blindsided Liam. I just…ugh. I don’t know.” I ran out of words and energy.
“So what are you going to do?”
“I have no idea.”
“I don’t know what to say, Sam, it’s just completely beyond me that a man could treat you, anyone, like that.”
“Well…I guess I know how to pick them.”
“Oh God Sam, in no way is this your fault.” I stayed quiet. “Do you hear me?”
I nodded. “Yeah.”
“There’s just no way to know if some charmer is going to end up screwing you over. Dating is just a bloody game of Russian roulette.”
After a while he got up to help me out of my coat and to make us some tea. I fished around in my bag until I found my phone and checked it for messages. Nothing.
I didn’t know what I was expecting, but obviously I wasn’t going to hear from Max anytime soon. Liam watched me in silence as I threw the phone disgustedly on the couch. He continued to make the tea and made a valiant effort to distract me by chatting about his job, the nightmare clients, and quirky designers, but I had a hard time following him. His stories would usually have me in stiches, but I was so far gone in my gloom it was all I could do to twitch my mouth. He sighed, but ploughed on, knowing I needed to keep my mind off everything that happened that morning. As he spoke I fiddled with my bracelet, squeezing the little charms until my fingers hurt.
At around midday my phone finally rang. I knew who it was. I took it into Liam’s room and took a deep breath before bringing to my ear. I had a ridiculous momentary hope that he was calling to apologise, to say it was all a big mistake and would I please wait while he came over and picked me up.
“I’m sorry, Sammi. I just can’t do this.”
Not a chance.
He was calling to explain in more detail why he’d chucked me. I cried and hiccupped my way through the conversation asking over and over “Why?”
“Oh Sammi.” He exhaled sharply in frustration. “I’ve told you why. I’m too busy with this internship to even consider being in any kind of relationship. I have so many obligations I hardly have time to breathe. It just wouldn’t be fair to me to have this over my head.”
“Fair to you?…You think I’d be some kind of burden for you? Max, I want to be there to help you, not stop you!”
“No, Sammi. You wouldn’t be helping. I wouldn’t be able to concentrate on my work if I had to be thinking about how you were feeling all the time.”
“How I was feeling all the time? What are-”
“Look, my life is just too hectic and, sorry, but I just have no room for you in it right now. I just can’t afford to not give this internship one hundred percent, Sammi. I have no time to concentrate on anything else, but my studies.”
“But we wouldn’t even have to live together. I’ll have a job and I can make friends. You’d only have to see me in your time off.”
“I don’t have time off, Sammi.”
“But…but, you said you went out last weekend, and the week before that was that birthday party at Fabric, and and-”
“-I had to go to those, Sammi. It was with my work colleagues and the birthday was for one of the doctors on staff here. Keeping up appearances, you know how it is. I was shattered the next day.”
“Oh…right. And Venice last month?” I asked quietly.
“Oh for God’s sake, Sammi! I won’t go over this again.” He blew out his breath in a long sigh and then his voice softened, “Look, I’m really sorry. It was an amazing thing, really it was. But it’s just not what I need right now. This…this is the way it has to be.”
But why wait until now? My mind screamed. I wanted to ask him why it had taken him so long to say all of this. Why he had to wait until I had packed up my life and arrived in a foreign country to be with him, to tell me he didn’t want me.
“But why-”
“Look, I have to go, Sam. I’m sorry. Take care.” His voice was steel and already miles away. It cut through me.
“I…bye,” it came out so softly I wasn’t sure he’d heard. He hung up anyway.
My fairytale was over.
I let the phone drop out my hands and felt myself descend into a fog. I stared uncomprehendingly at Liam as he came in to check on me.
“Sammi?” he asked quietly.
I couldn’t speak. There were no words to describe the pain I was going through. My mind jumbled through the conversation and couldn’t make any sense of anything.
“C’mon.” He gathered me up in his arms and put me into his bed. Unlacing my boots, he pulled the covers over me fully clothed. “Do you need anything?”
I need Max! I shook my head.
“I’ll be right outside okay?” He stroked my hair once before switching the lights off and leaving the room.
I didn’t think I could sleep, but I must have been exhausted because as soon as the door closed, my eyelids dropped and a welcome blackness closed over me. It was such a relief to shut it all out and not to have the phone conversation replay in my mind over and over. Thankfully I had a dreamless sleep.
*
I woke up the next morning, and blinked at the strange ceiling above me. I lay disoriented for a few seconds until the memory of yesterday thudded into my brain. I gasped for breath as a choking emptiness grew from my belly into my chest. I had to curl up into a ball to keep the pain from spreading all through my body. I squeezed my eyes shut and tried to will myself to sleep again.
Make it stop, please make it stop!
I heard the door open softly and froze when I felt Liam’s hand on my shoulder. I couldn’t speak or move, this was something I didn’t want to show him. He sighed then turned away. I heard him digging around in his closet then close the door gently behind him as he left the room.
The day went by in a foggy blur as I alternated between sleeping fitfully and staring unseeing at the ceiling. My mind was in turmoil, replaying the conversation over and over again. The stranger that spoke to me so harshly and without emotion couldn’t have been the same Max that had made all of my happiness bloom. I couldn’t connect the beautiful shining man that I had fallen in love with only months before with the one that said he now has no room in his life for me. Every little atom of sunshine seeped from my skin as I fell deeper into a black despair.
It was early evening by the time I surfaced and dragged myself to the couch. I felt a stab of guilt when I saw the folded sheets and blanket. Way to repay Liam’s generosity, Sammi. I flicked the TV on and watched hours of nonsense, just glad to have the noise and pictures fill in the thick emptiness.
Liam came home carrying a bag of Chinese takeaway and a handful of DVDs. Sarah, his housemate, followed him in, shrugging out of a gorgeous ivory leather jacket.
“Hey Sam, this is Sarah.”
I got up and attempted a small smile as I shook her hand.
The expression on her beautifully made up face said everything about my bedraggled appearance, but she only replied politely, “Hey Sammi. Nice to finally meet you.”
I stood awkwardly for a beat before taking a seat at the dining table. She followed and sat down opposite me. My mind scrambled for anything to say, but it was clear I was fighting a losing battle. I smiled. She smiled. Silence.
“Right, well I’m going to unpack dinner while you girls chat a bit.” Liam turned his attention to the take away then lifted two of the boxes out, waving them at me with a wide grin. “Cashew chicken and crab corn soup!”
I could only manage a small smile in response.
He looked over to Sarah and explained, “Her favourites.”
Sarah nodded and smiled uneasily before reaching down to take off her stilettos. Her hair fell in a curtain of glossy chocolate as she ducked her head to reach her feet. I watched her perfectly manicured nails tap-tapping on the table between us as she turned to watch Liam in the kitchen. I turned and watched also, I didn’t have the energy for small talk.
Dinner was relatively silent. Every so often Sarah would ask me a question about my work, or Liam would try to retell a funny story from high school days, but I just didn’t have the energy for responses longer than a couple of words. In the end they were forced to ignore me and carry on the conversation as if I wasn’t in the room. I didn’t mind, it let me sink into my fog and not try to think too hard.
When the phone rang, Liam jumped up to get it.
“Hey mate. How’s things?” Sarah and I had stopped eating to listen curiously in on the conversation. I was pushing my food around the plate while she watched me from behind her wine glass.
“Yeah, she’s here. I’ll just put her on.” The phone was put under my chin. “It’s Richard, Sam.”
I grabbed the phone and went to sit on the couch. Liam and Sarah went about clearing the table while trying not to obviously eavesdrop.
“Hey Rich.”
“Oh hon, what happened?” His voice was unbearably kind.
“How did you…?”
“Liam messaged me honey. He’s terrified that you’re going to lose it. He didn’t give me details of course, just said you were staying with him and to call ASAP.” Then more gently, “So, what happened?”
“He chucked me.” My voice was flat.
“What?! Why? What do you mean chucked?”
“Chucked, dropped, dumped, broke up with...” The list dried out, I couldn’t even bring myself to say it with any sarcasm. I closed my eyes to block out flashes of yesterday playing in my mind like a disjointed movie. I didn’t have the energy to go through it all again on the phone. “Sorry Rich, I just can’t really talk about it right now. It’s over. And I’m staying with Liam.” My voice cracked.
“Okay okay, my darling. You don’t have to say another word. Well, actually you do, but take your time, sweetheart. Whenever you’re up to it.”
“Thanks, Rich.”
“Welcome. Just know that we all still love you and if you need anyone to kick some arse, you know who to call.”
“Sure. I love you guys too. Say hi to the girls from me.”
“Kay, take care hun, give Liam a squeeze. Talk to you soon, hey?” He rang off.
I wanted to slip down into nothingness, barely registering when Liam took the phone from me.
“Movie time,” he said gently and asked Sarah to put on one of the comedies he brought home.
I sat in silence not understanding the pictures on the screen. It must have been a funny movie because Sarah and Liam sniggered and laughed every so often.
Afterwards Sarah begged off to bed first while Liam helped me make the couch up. He waited until I crawled under the blanket then sat down next to me.
“It’ll all be okay, Sam. It just seems really bad right now because it’s still so raw. But you know, you will survive this. You’re a fantastic, strong, smart girl.” He ran his hand gently through my hair. “Don’t let it pull you apart.”
I stared in silence, focusing my attention on his muddy soccer boots, taking in every detail while I allowed my mind to wander. If I was such a fantastic girl how come no one wanted me?
“Sammi?”
“Sorry Liam. I’m just so…confused. It must be some kind of shock.” I giggled not really knowing what I found so funny. It dissolved into a pained sigh. “I’ll be fine, I just need some time. Thank you so much for taking me in and sorry if I’m such a zombie.”
“It’s okay, Sam. I just want you to…be okay.”
“I will. At least I’ll try.” I looked up at his face, which was twisted in concern and shook my head. “Don’t worry about me. Go to bed and get some rest. I’m sorry I hogged your room last night.”
“Stop apologising…” He blew out his breath and squeezed my shoulder. “Okay, you get some sleep too, right?”
I nodded and pursed my lips in a weak imitation of a smile. There was a slight shake of the head before he got up and walked out of the room. “G’night.”
“G’night.”
The light flicked off and I was plunged into darkness with only the buzzing of the refrigerator for company. I blew out my breath and turned towards the back of the couch. I could feel the sharp edges of the charms digging into my wrist as I rested my head on my hand but I couldn’t bring myself to take the bracelet off. My mind buzzed, but I squeezed my eyes shut, praying for sleep. After a while I couldn’t take the muddled thoughts bubbling inside me and flicked the TV back on. I watched late night nonsense with the volume barely above zero until I crashed out sometime just before dawn.
The days grew repetitive after that. I would cry myself to sleep and wake up to a huge emptiness so painful that I would double up again. I gasped my way through the first few minutes of the morning until my breath came back. I’d see Max’s face in front of me, the way he looked when we were happy together and the tears would well up again. I spent the rest of the day in a haze, only getting up from the couch to use the bathroom or when Liam would force me to eat or shower.
He was wonderful, never prying too hard, always there to hold me when the pain got too much. His presence became a balm, soothing me into some semblance of comfort and keeping the worst of the pain away. The days were a haze punctuated by brief relief when he would come back from work to wrap me up and soothe my ache.
I didn’t want to surface from that fog, preferring to sink into the numbness. Liam would find me staring blankly out the window, tears silently streaming down my face. In moments of blissful nothingness the pain would surface with a sharp stab as my traitorous mind threw up images of Max and I’d have to look around frantically for something to distract myself with. I spent too much time watching awful daytime TV and soppy movies.
*
I’d been staring at the open fridge, looking for something to have for lunch when it hit me that I hadn’t contributed to the food at all. I was mortified and made a snap decision to go out shopping. I grabbed my coat and keys and slammed the door behind me. As I stepped on to the footpath I patted my pockets. Shit. I’d forgotten my purse. Grumbling, I let myself in again and grabbed it from the living room.
I wandered down the street to Waitrose and picked up a basket on my way in. The security guard watched me and I saw his head shake slightly as his eyes trailed down my entire outfit. I looked down and realised I was still wearing my pyjama pants and Ugg boots. I was pretty sure my hair resembled a rat’s nest and I couldn’t remember the last time I had used my lip balm. Whatever. I honestly couldn’t care less.
I roamed the aisles, grabbing things at random, throwing them into the basket. I paid, bagged the groceries and walked back to the flat. By the time I’d plonked the shopping on the kitchen counter I was exhausted. I quickly put the perishables into the fridge before collapsing on the couch and falling into a deep sleep.
Sometime later I heard the front door close and Liam walked in flicking the lights on. He put his bag on the counter next to the shopping and frowned while he rustled through their contents.
“What’s this?”
I rubbed my eyes in the sudden light and peered at him. “I went shopping.”
“I see….um, Sam. Maybe you should leave the groceries to me.”
“Why?”
“Well, as much as I love SPAM, condensed milk,” he started taking the items out of the bag, “baking soda and…a kiwi. I think it’s best that you leave the food bit to me for now.” His mouth twitched as he turned to face me.
“I…SPAM?”
“I’m afraid so.”
“Oh God, I’m sorry Liam. I just felt so bad about not helping out, I just wanted to do something useful.”
He walked over and sat next to me. “Sam, don’t feel bad. I’ll take care of it. “
“At least let me give you some money.” He was about to argue again before I cut him off. “Please.”
“Okay, sure. As long as you promise not to ever shop again.” He chuckled, but then his face grew serious. “Sam, I just want to know when you’re coming back?” he asked as he pulled a lock of hair from my face.
“Liam…I…I’m just not…” I clenched my teeth as I felt the emptiness throb against my chest. “Please, just-”
“Shhh. It’s ok.” He pulled me over and held me. “I’ll wait.”
I snuggled into his arm, letting my head rest on his shoulder and closed my eyes. I didn’t know how much time had passed before we heard the front door open and close. Sarah walked in and stopped in her tracks when she saw us on the couch. I couldn’t quite figure out the expression on her face, but it wasn’t a happy one.
“Hey Sarah, how was work?” I asked. I struggled to sit upright as Liam still had his arm around me.
She stayed quiet for a moment before replying, “Usual. How about you? Did you manage to get off that couch today?” I was surprised at the venom that laced her words. Liam’s face snapped up, his eyes flashing questioningly at her. She ignored him and shrugged out of yet another immaculate suit jacket as she sat down at the dining table opposite us.
“Um, yes. I went shopping.” I laughed self consciously as I glanced at Liam. “But apparently I didn’t do such a good job.”
“Wow, shopping. Big step, Sam. Maybe you’ll get even further that our block one of these days?”
“Sarah.” Liam’s voice was soft, but steely.
I looked between them uneasily. A weak laugh escaped me before I added quietly. “I hope so. I hate being an inconvenience.”
“You’re not an inconvenience, Sam. You never will be,” Liam interjected, squeezing my shoulder. “Anyway, who wants some dinner? I feel like making something tonight. Pad Thai?” He jumped up from the couch and wandered towards the kitchen.
I nodded weakly, feeling a little off kilter from Sarah’s behaviour. “Sounds good. Need help?”
“Nope. You ladies relax, be ready soon.”
Sarah’s eyes were on Liam as he moved around grabbing ingredients and utensils. She let out a sharp breath then picked up her jacket. “I’ll just go get changed.” She didn’t look at me as she strode to her room.
I looked over to Liam and he turned to look at me. “I’m sorry,” I mouthed.
He shook his head and shrugged, flashing me a lopsided smile. “Don’t worry ‘bout it,” he mouthed back.
I sat back in the couch, chewing worriedly on my lower lip. Finally I sighed and turned the TV on. I didn’t know what the source of the animosity was, but I hoped it was just a one off. Maybe she had a bad day? I just wished I had the will and energy to get out and move on. Right now it was all I could do to wake up every morning and attempt conversations of more than a few sentences. I hoped Liam would be patient even if Sarah wasn’t going to be.
*
He did let me be for a few weeks, but eventually Liam couldn’t stand to watch me disintegrate. Try as he might he couldn’t get through to me. He’d had enough of my languishing and was growing more worried about me by the day. But I just couldn’t make myself rise out of the abyss and make more of an effort to recover.
To make things worse, Sarah was getting more and more unfriendly. She started to ignore me, only speaking to me when I had the energy to try and have a friendly conversation. Her answers were always short. She took to leaving the room if Liam came in to join us, only pepping up when they were leaving for work together or as they came home in the evening. A small suspicion started to grow about her motivation, but I was too much of a mess to analyse too deeply. All I knew was it all made me more exhausted by the day.
After finding me slumped on the couch sobbing in front of yet another depressing film, Liam pulled me up to have a talk.
“Sammi, you can’t do this anymore.”
I let out a long sigh in response, but couldn’t find the energy or the will to speak.
“You’ve got to get on with things. I can’t watch you rip yourself apart over him anymore.” He took me by the shoulders and looked straight into my eyes. “As much as I love you, babe, you’ve got to get off my couch.”
I sniffed and nodded slowly. From somewhere deep in the fog I realised that as hard as it would be, he was right. I wanted to stay sunken forever, to not let myself feel again because that just meant more pain and confusion. I never wanted to surface from the mind numbing state I was in, but I knew I was becoming too much of a nuisance for him and for Sarah.
“Look, I’ll help you, ‘kay? Let’s go through some of the online posts and see if we can’t find you a job in some fantastic pub. You can party all day long and forget about all of this!”
Yeah right.
The likelihood of that happening was close to zero, but I nodded anyway. I’d known when I came over that my working holiday visa would restrict me from finding a job in my usual profession, but the thought of waiting tables or serving beer in a dingy little bar just didn’t appeal. I really should have organised myself better and followed in Liam’s footsteps. I should have arranged for a decent job before coming over. But that might’ve taken too long and I had been too irrational, too eager to come and be with Max as soon as was possible.
His face popped into my mind again and I winced in pain. Liam looked at me in alarm.
“Sorry, just remembered…something…” I tried a small smile to reassure him. I clenched my teeth and forced the image from my mind.
“Look, I would love to have you here forever, you know that. But –”
“I know, Liam,” I interrupted him “you’ve been wonderful. But it’s high time I get out of your hair. I’m sorry I’ve just been such a lump. Sarah hates me.”
“She doesn’t hate you. She understands what’s going on. She’s probably just worried, we’re all worried about you.”
He gathered me up for a hug and I snuggled into the comfort it gave me. I didn’t feel so empty when Liam was around.
“What am I going to do without you, Liam?”
He laughed gently. “You’ll be fine, Sam. You just need to let time do its work. I know it doesn’t seem like it now, but one day we’ll look back at this and laugh about what a scary ugly mess you’ve turned into…ow!”
I jabbed him in the rib for the last comment then sighed. “Alright, let’s do this. Pass me your laptop will you?”
With a final squeeze Liam jumped up and grabbed his laptop from the dining table and together we searched for the next step in my life.
****
We trawled through the online job forums for days, discussing the pros and cons of each potential ad until I found one that seemed to be the best bet. It was in a pub that offered free room and board. The owners sounded nice on the phone and the salary was decent. Best of all it was in Cambridge, far enough that I’d get away from London and Max, but close enough to visit Liam and vice versa. Liam was a little concerned that I wanted to move straight away without checking it out first, but I had a good feeling and trusted my instincts.
I took the train up the next morning bringing only my backpack with me. I promised Liam I would come back to pick up the rest of my things when I was settled.
‘The Old Arms’ turned out to be a quaint little country pub in a sleepy village just outside Cambridge proper. The owners, David and Susannah, were a young married couple who had bought the place a few years ago when it had been falling to bits. They were open and friendly, chatting animatedly about pub life and how much they loved living out in the country. I liked them immediately.
After chatting for only a few minutes it was decided that I could move in right away. Susannah led me upstairs above the pub to the staff quarters so I could get oriented with my new living arrangement. She led me to a short corridor with four doors and opened one of them to show me the room.
“Sorry it’s a bit squishy. But you have a window, your own sink and well, it’s not much of a cupboard, but at least somewhere to hang your clothes.”
“It’s perfect and I really don’t need that much.”
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