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It was the day before Alan Ackerman flew across the country to start University.

Summer was dying, and we’d taken the train to the Fremantle beach so we could be alone for one last time before he left. Somewhere far away from his disapproving parents.

They’d let him spend time with me while we were still at school, though they didn’t know about the necking behind the bike sheds.

Or maybe they did.

Their opinion would’ve been he needed to get all his wild oat sowing done before he met a “nice” girl from a “good” family and settled into a life befitting his station.

As it turned out, they correctly assumed he’d tire of slumming it with me, Hazel Riggs, and move on.

That last day was hot, but not too hot. We’d arrived late in the afternoon, just in time to watch the Mums pack up their kids to go home and cook lovely dinners for their Dads. 

It wasn’t long before the beach was an endless strip of sand inhabited only by seagulls, empty chip packets and discarded soft drink cans. 

We swam, we kissed, and after drinking some of the beer Alan brought in his backpack, he took my virginity.

Seems banal now, but at the time, it was truly magical.

The setting sun coloured the sky in shades of pink and purple.

We lay in a pool of cool dune cast shade. The sound of the surf roared in our ears, and the taste of salt on our bodies as the light, seaweed tainted breeze raised goosebumps on our lightly burnt skin. 

We ate the tomato sandwiches I’d made with white bread because I didn’t know any better, but pink by the time we ate them.  

He was more emotional than me, perhaps because he was the one leaving on a new adventure while I was staying home to get a job and take care of my ageing parents.

There’s something so pitiful about those of us who willingly sacrificed our futures for those who’ve already lived their lives to the full. Poor darlings, we didn’t know any better.

Alan was torn between the comfortable and conventional life he was leaving behind, and the frisson of danger in moving out on his own so far away.

He needed a life raft to cling to, and for the time being, that life raft was me.

“We should meet up in fifteen years,” he said.

I don’t know why he said fifteen, not ten or twenty.

Uni plus ten, I suppose.  

“We’ve been watching too many old movies,” I replied, “you’ll be suggesting the Empire State Building next.”

He blew a raspberry. “Everyone goes there. We should meet at that castle in the cave you like so much.”

“Predjama? The Yugoslavian one?”

“Yeah, that’s it.”

“I could do that,” I said, twirling a lock of hair around my index finger.

“That’s settled then,” he said with a nod of his head.

“In fifteen years, we’ll be thirty-two. Should we round it down to thirty?”

“Okay, that sounds better. February twenty-four, nineteen ninety-seven. The anniversary of the first time we did it!”

And then we did it again. 

We were so young and foolish.

I thought a trip to New York City couldn’t compare to a coach trip across the romantic European countryside to a castle that’s literally part of a mountain.

Then again, I was assuming we’d be together on the coach. Seated side by side, mucking about under a blanket as we drove through a darkened landscape.

What could possibly compare to that?

Aside, perhaps, from making a date for thirteen years in the future.

And not transferring it from paper diary to paper diary, to electronic diary, to hand-held communication device, to smart phone, to online calendar, and finally back to paper again as the years went by.

Social media didn’t exist in those days, so I got a job at the Country Club, where I shamelessly eavesdropped on the patron’s conversations. Hoping for news about what he was up to.

Just as well. Within a year, he’d stopped replying to my letters and calling me when he came home for vacations.

He was making a success of himself, and I was cleaning up after people like him.

After a few years, I could follow his progress in the newspapers. He was busy being a success, dating starlets and eventually marrying one.

Whereas I was busy going nowhere, dating a succession of no-hopers and achieving nothing.

Even I understood by then, there was no reason someone like him would bother with someone like me.

But even though I hadn’t heard from Alan in a decade, as 1996 came to a close, I quit my Country Club job, and blew the tiny inheritance my parents left me on a once in a lifetime trip to Europe.  

On February 24, 1997, I was at Predjama, only by that time Predjama was in Slovenia.

It’s funny isn’t it, how borders and histories change over time? How they’re never the fixed foundations we believe they are.

On that day, I realised the Empire State Building was, in fact, a much better choice of rendezvous. What with its one restricted entrance and small surface area.

The castle, grounds, and caves of the Postojna Park were such an enormous size it was ridiculous to think we’d have been able to find each other. 

Nonetheless, I’d booked a room at the hotel, because, well, you never know, do you?

It was our anniversary, after all.

But in the end, all that happened was that I restlessly paced the castle forecourt for six hours looking for him.

Even at the tail end of the Northern winter, there were too many people, and I couldn’t be sure I hadn’t missed him.

I was still foolish after all that time.

Disappointed, I cut my trip short and went home, back to my ordinary life.

Cursing my childish foolishness.

I was thirty years old.

I had no job, no boyfriend, no assets, and no real future.

According to the definitions of my seventeen-year-old self, I was a loser.

One pathetic, failed suicide attempt later, I decided enough was enough, and it was time to wake the fuck up and start over.

After aceing the Public Service entrance exam, I got a job in the Library Service and studied part-time at University to get a degree.

I worked my butt off, and ten years later, I was a well-paid senior public servant with staff and a budget to manage. The Public Service Gazette did a piece on me, calling me a success, so that was nice.

Take that Mr and Mrs Ackerman.

But I was still single, and getting the feeling that my best years were behind me.

The Public Service is littered with women like me.

Only they’re a few years older and had the misfortune to be born at a time when women had to choose between husbands and careers.

Or their careers and caring for ageing parents.

Even today, our careers are still limited by the notion men are more deserving of promotions because they have families to take care of.

As if poor Miss Jones, who cares for her parents and her orphaned nieces isn’t more deserving of a promotion because she has more people to take care of than young Mr Peters.

Mr Peters, who got the promotion, is unmarried, and whose mother takes care of him.

Mr Peters, who is, basically a fuck-wit.

Still, I can’t get into the politics of it all.

I’m a Public Servant, here to implement the Government of the day’s bidding, not to have policy opinions about it.

But working in the library has its benefits.

One of which is burrowing deep into the archives beneath the main building, to monitor, review, and maintain the archival material.

It wasn’t strictly my job to take care of the archives, but I liked to go down there for a couple of hours of peace and quiet now and again.

And it needed to look like I was doing something, so I often collected old newspapers and magazines to scan into the collection. A mainly mindless task that leaves me plenty of time and space to think deep thoughts for a while.

Who am I kidding? They weren’t deep thoughts at all.

Joshua had asked me to marry him at one minute past midnight on New Year’s Day, and I had no idea what to do about it.

I was surprised because I didn’t think he liked me that much.

It was probably more that he was comfortable with me and couldn’t be bothered to look for someone he was passionate about.

I’d say the mere idea of the chase was enough for him to want to take a Bex and have a good lie down.

As for me, I couldn’t decide whether “settling” for Joshua was the best thing to do.

I’m sure we’d have bumped along nicely enough in the daytime, but I couldn’t bring myself to imagine getting intimate with him of a night in our shared bed.

Or looking at that face in the morning before I’d had coffee.

Though I’m still fairly confident, it wouldn’t have been long before the sight of him carefully cleaning his glasses with his manly handkerchiefs would make me want to break them.

All of them; glasses, fingers, and hankies.

And I’m fairly sure I’d have to make him wash his own socks and underpants - I certainly didn’t like him that much.

Maybe it was time to climb the last barrier and dive headlong into crazy cat lady territory by getting a cat.

But I wondered, exactly how long did I have to let the memory of one night of teenaged passion with Alan Ackerman rule my life.

Perhaps it was because I was thinking about him I noticed his name in the newspaper I was scanning.

It was about page five - still recent enough to be of interest, but losing ground to more recent stories.

The article was about his 1997 disappearance from a Slovenian hotel...

He came after me!

At least, I assume he did.

Why
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