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  LONDON TO PARIS




  My parents were friends with an English couple—Joan and Stephen Carrington—when my mother was a young woman. As a young nurse, she took leave from her job in Sydney, Australia and travelled to the United Kingdom. I grew up hearing stories about her wonderful time away and year travelling around working in pubs.




  Over the years, she and Joan stayed in contact and once when I was around seven, we visited the United Kingdom and stayed with the Carrington’s. The year I turned thirteen they visited us in Australia. At the age of seven, I had gotten along well with their son, Hamish, but at thirteen when they stayed with us, well, I thought he was a bit of a dork. He was right into Lego and computer games and I spent the whole time that summer with my friends at the beach. My mother made me take Hamish to the beach with me but he was no fun, preferring to just sit on the sand reading some nerdy book or playing with his DS games.




  When I announced to my family that I was going to do a Contiki tour around Europe after I graduated from University, my family was more excited than I was. My mother got in contact with Joan and soon the two friends organized my stay with the Carrington’s before and after the big trip, so I had somewhere to base myself when I was away.




  As the trip got closer, Joan rang my mother and told her the exciting news that Hamish would be joining me on the Contiki tour. I was horrified. In the last Christmas photo they sent with Hamish in it, he was still dorky with acne and big heavy glasses. He was definitely not the sort of man I wanted to be travelling around Europe with. I was already joking with my friends that I would meet up with some hot Frenchman who had made his money on the stock market and he’d sweep me off my feet and I wouldn’t be coming home. Now, saddled with Hamish, I couldn’t see how the holiday would be anything like I planned.




  The plane trip to the UK was long and tiring. Joan had let my mother know that Hamish would be picking me up from the airport so my mother sent her a recent picture of me. I was horrified; it was the photo of me standing next to my car, wearing a pair of denim shorts, and a white tee shirt. My thick dark hair was pulled up in a ponytail at the back of my head and I wasn’t wearing any makeup or anything.




  I collected my bags and went through customs at six in the morning, feeling weary and sick of being cued up for hours. I was finally released into Heathrow. I dragged my suitcase behind me looking at the rows of faces staring at us new comers and tried to find Hamish.




  Looking up and down all the faces I was sure he wasn’t anywhere to be seen. A man half way along the row grinned at me and I grinned back. He was at least six foot four, dark hair with jet black eyes, very definite cheek bones, and two days growth on his face.




  I grinned back. He was exactly the sort of man I longed to meet, tall dark and very handsome. Wearing casual jeans and a blue jumper, he looked every bit the relaxed traveler. I looked behind me to see who the lucky girl was that he waved to, but with three Japanese tourists behind me, I couldn’t see who he was looking for.




  I turned my eyes back on the crowd, I was sure they had forgotten about me. I checked my watch then my phone, no messages. I sighed. I looked up at the direction boards hanging from the ceiling and decided that I would just get a taxi.




  “Hi there,” The talk dark handsome stranger said, sneaking up to me.




  “Hi.”




  “I didn’t think you saw me, did you have a good flight?” I just stared at him. It couldn’t be Hamish, the Hamish I knew wasn’t tall like this, and he had pimples and glasses.




  “I—look, I think you have the wrong person.”




  “It’s me, Hamish. You are Delia, aren’t you?”




  “Hamish, I didn’t recognize you,” I said, feeling the hot blush cover my chest and then my face.




  “That’s okay, it’s been about ten years, hasn’t it?” he asked, taking my suitcase and directing me skillfully through the throng of people milling about.




  “Yes.”




  “You look exhausted. Hope you don’t mind me saying so, but if I was you, I’d try not to sleep until tonight; that way you will be fine tomorrow.”




  “Okay.”




  We talked non-stop on the drive north to his parents’ property. I soon learnt that Hamish Carrington was still into computer games though he now owned a small company who designed, tested and manufactured computer games. He also fessed up that his mother had insisted he gatecrash my Contiki tour. He confessed he was a workaholic and she wanted him to meet some single girls.




  “Surely you meet lots of girls.”




  “I meet my share, I guess. It’s mum, not me, she is worried about me meeting the right girl and settling down.”




  “Already.”




  “I know, but you remember my mother. She wants us all to have the same kind of big romance she shared with Dad.”




  I smiled. It was also a story I’d grown up hearing about.




  “Now be warned, Mum will ask you all about your boyfriends and what dates you’ve been on.”




  Hamish just saying the word boyfriend had me blushing and staring at the countryside as we left the busy streets and turned onto country lanes.




  “Thanks for the warning. Do I have time to make some up before we get to your house?”




  It warmed me to hear him laugh. “You, I bet you are beating them off with a stick.”




  “Hardly, I seem to attract the same sort every time.”




  “Oh, and what sort of man is that?”




  I ignored his dimpled grin. “Hmmm, the self-absorbed, look at me type.”




  “Or as my mother calls them, the hero worship me, I can walk upright types.”




  We both laughed. “Yes, that’s about it.”




  “My parents still love living in the country and have no plans on moving out of their big old house yet.”




  “I always think of sheep as being so Australian, I didn’t expect to see paddocks full of them.”




  “They belong to Dad, he has 500 head of sheep and about 800 head of cattle, and he is breeding the belted Galways.”




  I didn’t know if it was his accent or his good looks but I was struggling with looking at Hamish so kept my eyes on the road.




  “Tomorrow mum has some plans for you, mostly, she has everyone she knows calling in to meet you. We head off the day after. I hope you don’t mind me tagging along, I am sure you probably cringed when your mother told you.”




  “Oh, not at all, it will be great. So what about your work, who will run the company while we are away?”




  “It runs itself, really, of course there is lots I do. I have a business manager and an accounts manager. I wasn’t clever like you so I surround myself with clever people.” Hamish swung the car into the driveway and the sight took my breath away.




  It was the only thing I remembered from our trip when I was a kid, the long driveway and the big stone house. Everything else had faded from memory.




  Inside I was hugged by Joan and then by Stephen and shown to a lovely bedroom overlooking a stream that ran through the back garden. After many cups of tea and toast and me handing out presents and little jars of things my mother had sent with me. Joan told me again and again how pleased she was that I had come over, and how pleased she was I hadn’t booked my return ticket yet.




  “I didn’t know how long I would want to stay over here, so I thought that I could just book a flight when I run out of money.”




  Stephen kept looking at me. “You have grown up Delia. You look just like your mother, when we met her all those years ago. I am so glad you decided to stay with us; you will have to get Hamish to show you around his empire later.” He winked at Joan.




  I knew Hamish had gone off to work, and hoped he would be back later for dinner. “I will.”




  “Now tell me, Delia, have you really moved away from home?” Joan asked, her hand resting on mine. I laughed.




  “Yes, of course, I moved out when I was in my second year, a couple of my girlfriends and I got a house together.”




  “And when you go home?” she asked.




  “Oh, I will have to get a job and find a flat or something. Janie, one of my flat mates has taken a job on Hamilton Island so she has already moved out and Heather is working locally, but the company she works for has offered her a transfer to Japan for two years, so she is leaving in three months.” I drank some more tea.




  “Now, its winter back there now, isn’t it?”




  “Not yet, it is still autumn, although it looks like we are going to have a real winter for the first time in years.”




  “But it won’t be like our winters.”




  “No, definitely not, mum has told me stories about the two of you being up in Scotland during one of their coldest winters recorded.”




  “It wasn’t that cold, it was your mother not used to real weather.”




  “She doesn’t like any cold weather.”




  “No, I remember that about your mother, she really hates the cold weather, but I think if you are born here, you kind of have to love it. I am glad you postponed you trip and came now, there is nothing quite as beautiful as Paris in the spring time.”




  “I must admit I am looking forward to Paris.”




  “So is Hamish; he still lives with us.” Stephen said pointing out the window.




  “See the cottage up on that hill.” I looked up the hill and could see a largish stone structure. It certainly looked like more than a cottage from where I was sitting.




  “Oh, yes.”




  “Well, it hadn’t been used for fifty or sixty years, but he has done it up and moved in; that is where he works from.” The pride in Stephen’s voice wasn’t lost on me. I found myself staring out the window and thinking about Hamish in his stone cottage looking out at the rolling hills.




  The afternoon was busy with a stream of visitors, lots of ladies who as girls had worked in pubs with my mother all around London, before they had settled down and taken on married life.




  My mother had sent letters with me for them and photos of her house and garden, some of her with dad and with her damn chooks she had trained to come when she called them. People couldn’t believe chickens could be trained.




  The afternoon passed quickly enough and at tea time, instead of a sit-down dinner like I was used to, trays of sandwiches appeared, some little tarts and plates of cakes and scones. It was like high tea in a fancy restaurant in Sydney, but this was what they had every night.




  Hamish came down to the house and spent the evening telling stories about his newest game and the glitches he was having with it. He talked about Katelyn, a graphic designer who had worked for him for two years.




  The longer the night drew on, the more I sat there wishing he would stop talking about Katelyn. In my head, I had already imagined what she looked like and of course she was the complete opposite to me. I had her with blonde hair, and blue eyes, really shapely with big breasts and low tops. I imagined her with tall heels on and kissing Hamish. I wanted to push her off the nearest cliff.




  I stared at him when he went on to say that Katelyn had just drawn up the most incredible cover for this new game. All I could think of was her kissing him and it made me feel so jealous I retired from the conversation and closed my eyes.




  Joan woke me after everyone had left the room, explaining that I had dosed off and they’d let me sleep. I was terribly embarrassed, though pleased I’d missed any more talk about Katelyn the Perfect. In bed I found comfort in the cool sheets and with my head sinking into the soft pillow, I went into a nice, deep sleep.




  By morning I was feeling like it was going to be a disaster going on a holiday with Hamish and a bus load of strangers. I couldn’t deny I liked him a lot. I didn’t want to. I wondered how anyone could ignore the energy of the man. It was like he dragged me to him. I also knew I was no match for Katelyn. Holidays always made feel amorous and I was already imagining how his rebuff of my advances would hurt.




  I was thankful the day of our departure finally arrived. We met our group at a ferry terminal near Dover. I couldn’t help noticing the girls in the group checking Hamish out. We headed off across the English Channel, watching as the White Cliffs disappeared. We travelled to the World War One battlefields in the Valley of the Somme and then to Paris.




  Our tour guide, Mira-Lyn, was half-French. She explained her father was American and had met her mother when they were on a European tour during their early twenties. Her father left America after the tour and landed on her parent’s doorstep without being able to speak one word of French and asked them for their daughter’s hand in marriage.




  Mira-Lyn laughed as she told us how her Grandfather had turned him away, only to have him return week after week, each time a little bit more fluent in French and a little bit more able to financially look after his daughter. After six months he was granted a date with the woman who’d stolen his heart and after another few months they were granted permission to marry...under the condition they stay in France. Mira-Lyn grinned and told us the only influence her father had was to name his daughter after his own mother and hence she got a very un-French Christian name.




  I thought the story was so romantic and spent the rest of the day swooning around, imaging such a fairytale happening with me while we travelled around looking at the battlefields of the Valley of the Somme. On the bus, I sat with Janet, a fellow Aussie who had told me she was there to get lucky and she planned to get lucky with the cute German, Hans, who was sitting alone towards the back of the bus.




  While I am sure many in the group wondered if Hamish and I were a couple, neither of us said we weren’t, nor that we were.




  We both just let others make their own assumptions. When Jackie and Blake, two black Americans who were on their honeymoon, asked Hamish how long we had been together, Jackie looked at my hand for the sign of a ring before flashing her own at me. Hamish told them he’d known me since we were seven. Jackie gushed and Hamish winked at me. He thought it was a riot.




  We took a fantastic walking tour around Paris that night. We could see the Eiffel Tower, the Arc de Triomphe, the Louvre, and the Notre Dame Cathedral. At the end of the tour we walked back down the Champ-Elysees, looking at all the gorgeous shops.




  Another couple we became friendly with on the first night was Ewan and Myron from Glasgow in Scotland. Myron and I stared at all the beautiful clothes that neither of us could afford but made jokes about how one day just like in Pretty Woman we would be able to shop in these kinds of places. Ewan and Hamish walked behind us laughing as we picked out what we would buy from each window display. We made a game of it, we each had to select one item out of each window display, and by the time we got past six windows I had managed to put together an outfit of a yellow raincoat, blue and red checkered gumboots, a Louis Vuitton handbag, a pair of Jimmy Choo shoes, a second pair of Jimmy Choo shoes and a silk scarf. The boys were both laughing on how fetching I would look wearing that outfit, and asked me what I would be wearing under the yellow raincoat. It was just fun, and that was what I liked about Myron—she was fun.




  I loved their strong accents and they thought my Aussie accent was funny.




  “Aren’t you scared all the time to go outside?”




  “Why, Myron?”




  “You have all those poisonous snakes and spiders.”




  “Don’t forget the Kangaroos.” Ewan jumped in.




  Hamish, with a serious look on his face, was nodding. “It’s terrifying, if the Kangaroos aren’t chasing you down the street, the Koalas are jumping out of trees onto your head.”




  I burst out laughing. “It’s not like that all. I’ve only ever seen Koalas in wildlife parks and Kangaroos don’t chase anyone. They might come in and eat a bit of grass from your front lawn but that’s it. But not in the city, only if you were out in the suburbs near bush lands.”




  “What about all those spiders?” Myron made a horrible face.




  “I’ve seen a few red backs, that’s about it. The spiders don’t hunt people down either.”




  “How can you say these lies, Delia? When I was out there when I was thirteen, a mob of Kangaroos chased me along the beach. I had to get into the water to get away from them. That ended up being just as dangerous, as the sharks circled me.”




  “You are so not funny, Hamish. If a mob of Kangaroos were on the beach, I don’t think you would’ve noticed, sitting there with your head in a book or playing some electronic game.”




  “Is that how you remember me from that trip?”




  “Yes. It was you reading or you playing a game or you doing something else on your own.”




  “It’s not how I remember it. Okay, so I may have exaggerated about the Kangaroos, sure. I kept my head down because whenever if I spoke to you at all, your girlfriends just giggled at me.”




  “No, they didn’t.”




  “Yes, they did and you didn’t include me in anything. I remember being at the beach with you and your friends. You didn’t want me around because you were trying to get the attention of the life savers.”




  “Oh, I don’t think that’s true.”




  “Really? What about that friend of yours with the auburn hair? I remember her, she was like a model, seriously gorgeous. She walked past where all the life savers were and fainted.”




  I blushed. I did remember that. It was Lisa’s stupid idea to get their attention. It was so embarrassing.




  “She did faint.”




  “And I’m five foot high with blonde hair.”




  Everyone laughed. I stared at him. He made me so mad at times, and now I knew I definitely wasn’t his type; he obviously liked redheads.




  Later that night, we sat around drinking and talking in the bar at the hotel we were staying in. It was down a side street and had a stunning view over the city from the top floor where there was a bar, a nightclub and a jazz club. I had noticed Janet had disappeared and hoped she was with the German man. During the day, I had seen her try to talk to him and he had seemed so distant and lonely. I had another look around the room and could see he wasn’t there, either. Mind you, half the group had already gone to bed, but I wasn’t keen to disappear yet. This was my first time in Paris and I didn’t want to waste the night by going to bed. I went up to the bar to get another glass of wine and one of the single men, Leigh, offered to buy me a drink. I was about to say yes when Hamish stepped in and made it clear he was the one who would be buying my drinks and no one else.




  I have never been the type to put up with this kind of control and told him so. I stayed with Leigh and enjoyed a drink with him at the bar.




  “What’s his problem?” Leigh asked watching Hamish walk off.




  “Who knows? Did you enjoy your first day of the tour?”




  “So far so good, not that I’m expecting much. I’ve done a lot of travelling before.”




  “Oh, really? Where to?”




  “Everywhere in Europe of course. The States, Canada. I’ve been up to Alaska. I spent a few weeks in Africa the other year.”




  “But not Australia?”




  “I didn’t have a reason to until now.” He grinned and moved his seat closer.




  “You should go sometime.”




  “Is that an offer? Would you like to be my tour guide?”




  “If you were in Melbourne, I’d show you around, but it’s a big country. The north Queensland coast is amazing, and Sydney is a fun place to visit.”




  “What about Melbourne? Is that a fun place too?”




  “Yes, lots of night life and the football of course.”




  “Do you like the night life?”




  “Sometimes, other times I prefer to just hang out with my friends and do stuff at home.”




  “Throw another prawn on the barbie stuff.”




  “You can’t really pull off the Aussie accent.”




  “I thought it might impress you.”




  “I’d be more impressed if you told me about yourself.”




  “I’m a stock broker. We’re all party animals.”




  “Do you enjoy it?”




  “I love making money, lots and lots of money. People are so scared of taking a risk and that’s where I come in. I take the risk for them and take a big cut on my way through.”




  “Sounds interesting.”




  “I put deals together all day, every day. Some we win small, some we win big, but we always win.”




  “I bet you’re popular with your clients then, if you never invest in the wrong company.”




  “Mostly. Some get a bit shitty if they take a dive but that’s business. As long as we always win. If a punter loses a bit, who cares, there are plenty of them out there.”




  I was relieved when Mira-Lyn came in and announced that she was off to bed and suggested we call it a night as well.




  When I turned to say good night to Hamish, I saw he had gone. I said good night to Myron and Ewan and headed to the lift with Leigh in tow. “This is where I get off,” I said saying good night to him on the fourth floor.




  “I will see you to your room,” he said, trying to grab me and give me a kiss. I put my hand on his chest. “Sorry, Leigh, good night,” I said firmly. He came at me again, his hands trying to grope me.




  I heard the other bell of the other lift go and the doors opened. There was Hamish and he walked over and took my arm. “Are you alright?” he asked, looking at me and assessing the situation quickly.




  “Fine.”




  “Hey, back off, I’m with her,” Leigh said, slurring his words.




  Hamish put his hand on Leigh’s shoulder. “No, you’re not. Good night, Leigh,” he said and he put his arm around my shoulders and guided me away from the lift.




  Leigh was not going to take no for an answer, and grabbed for me again. I realized then just how drunk he was. His hand got my jacket and he began to drag it off my shoulders. Hamish grabbed onto Leigh, twisted his arm around his back.




  “Don’t touch her again, and in the morning you either apologize for your behavior or don’t come near us again for the whole trip.”




  “And who are you?” he spat at Hamish.




  Hamish squared up to Leigh. “I am Hamish Carrington and if you put your hands on Delia again, I will break them,” he said it so calmly it actually scared me, because I had no doubt he meant it.
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